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ABSTRACT
This dissertation evaluates the contested notions of identity (e.g. ethno-racial,
religious, and national) and the growing tensions between native-born Irish citizens and
recently arrived immigrants living in the Republic of Ireland. Examining these political
and cultural intersections broadens our geographic understandings by contributing to
larger geographic literatures consisting of: the geographies of inclusion and exclusion;
collective identity construction; sense of belonging; community – both real and imagined;
small-scale human territoriality; (social) integration; religiosity; and, of course, notions of
Irishness. Despite the significance of these geographic issues in contemporary society,
there exists a considerable lacuna within the discipline of Geography as it relates to the
study of the multiple intersections that exist between ethno-racial, religious, and national
identities, and what this ultimately means in a society that is rapidly changing due to
increased immigration. Consequently, this study addresses this absence within the
literature and adds nuance and depth to contemporary understandings of these sociospatial intersections. These topics will be examined through a case study conducted over
the course of three years (2012-2014) at the Victory Christian Fellowship (VCF), a nondenominational and multicultural Christian church, and the surrounding South Dublin
community where the church is located.
The overarching framework of this dissertation centers on the social integration
process of migrants and how the recent influx of large-scale immigration has rapidly
transformed Ireland from the homogeneous monoculture it once was perceived to be into
a heterogeneous multicultural society. While this research specifically investigates Irish
identity, or more precisely, the contemporary conceptualizations and constructions of
Irish identity, the issues and themes that are addressed have a broader application and
significance when placed in a larger European context. The Republic of Ireland is not
alone regarding the various social changes that are associated with a large increase of
immigrants within a society. Similar contestations of identity are currently occurring
throughout much of Europe and this has unfortunately resulted in an increase of
xenophobic rhetoric accompanied by the ethno-racial discrimination and religious bigotry
that are typically associated with it.
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1. INTRODUCTION
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1.1 INTRODUCTION
The faces in Irish society are changing and recent census data confirms what
many Irish citizens have already come to realize through everyday interactions within
their towns and cities; Ireland is no longer the homogenous monoculture that it was once
perceived to be. Rather, it has rapidly transformed into a heterogeneous multicultural
society over the past twenty years. These noticeable demographic changes first began to
occur in Ireland during the mid-1990s when the Irish economy went through a radical
transformation triggered by rapid economic growth, earning the country the nickname –
the ‘Celtic Tiger’ (Donovan and Murphy 2013). This development created an increased
demand for workers making Ireland an attractive destination for immigrants from around
the world (e.g. Fanning 2002; 2009; 2011). According to the most recent census data
(CSO 2011), approximately seventeen percent of the people living in the country are
foreign-born. This represents a higher percentage than many other European nation-states
(UN 2013). There has been virtually little to no history of large-scale immigration to
Ireland; especially concerning those migrants born outside of the British Isles.
Consequently, we are actively witnessing how a nation that has never before had to ‘deal’
with large-scale immigration is attempting to handle this process, and more importantly
for this study, we can begin to observe what this demographic change means in terms of
the conceptualization and construction of Irish identity. In other words, how has the
recent influx of immigrants altered what it means to be ‘Irish’ in the twenty-first century?
During this transition, ethno-racial discrimination towards migrants has
progressively increased in Ireland (e.g. Fanning 2002; 2011; Ugba 2009; Lentin and
Moreno 2012). In 2004, a clear message was sent by the Irish electorate who voted fourto-one (79.8%) in favor of amending Article 9 of the Constitution of Ireland. This
referendum eliminated birth-right citizenship for any child born in the country that did
not have “at least one parent who is an Irish citizen or entitled to be an Irish citizen”
(Constitution of Ireland). Clearly this vote was aimed at the children of foreign-born
residents in Ireland, specifically those from outside of the European Union. Lentin (2007)
uses this referendum to demonstrate that Ireland is a ‘racial state’ (see, Goldberg 2002).
Protecting the integrity of Irish citizenship, she argues, has become one of the ways that
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the Irish have ‘othered’ immigrants – officially demarcating what it means to be Irish.
Recent studies (e.g. Ugba 2009; Fanning 2011; Lentin and Moreno 2012; McGinnity et
al. 2013), suggest that this antipathy towards immigrants amongst native Irish-born
citizens is increasing; a problem confirmed by a 51% increase in reports of racism in
2014 alone, according to the Immigrant Council of Ireland (2014).
In addition to ethno-racial discrimination, religious differences in Ireland are also
being exacerbated; a development which further solidifies the socially constructed
dichotomy of ‘us’ and ‘them’ between the Irish-born and foreign-born residences.
Religious belief, specifically Catholicism (Fanning 2002; Graham 1997; Kenny 1997),
has historically been a central component of Irish identity and one significant change that
has occurred as a result of immigration has been a decrease in the percentage of the
population that is Roman Catholic. Before the 1990s, this percentage was never below
92% of the total population but since then it has steadily declined and according to the
2011 Census, the Republic of Ireland is now only 84% Roman Catholic. While there are
many factors that can certainly influence religious affiliations (e.g. child sex abuse
scandals and/or the rise in secularism), the correlation between the increase in immigrants
and the decline in Roman Catholic affiliation is apparent when you consider that
approximately 48% of non-Irish migrants living in Ireland are non-Catholic, and
immigrants from Asia and Africa are even more likely to be non-Catholic, 70% and 77%
respectively. As a result, these changes in the religious landscape of Ireland are a direct
challenge to Ireland’s previous monocultural society dominated by historically strong
Catholic undercurrents.
Accordingly, this dissertation explores the contested notions of identity (e.g.
ethno-racial, religious, and national) and the growing tensions between native-born Irish
citizens and recently arrived immigrants living in Dublin, Ireland. Examining these
political and cultural intersections broadens our geographic understandings by
contributing to larger geographic literatures consisting of: the geographies of inclusion
and exclusion; collective identity construction; sense of belonging; community – both
real and imagined; small-scale human territoriality; (social) integration; religiosity; and,
of course, notions of Irishness. Despite the significance of these geographic issues in
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contemporary society, there exists a considerable lacuna within the discipline of
Geography as it relates to the study of the multiple intersections that exist between ethnoracial, religious, and national identities, and what this ultimately means in a society that is
rapidly changing due to increased immigration. Consequently, this study addresses this
absence within the literature and adds nuance and depth to contemporary understandings
of these socio-spatial intersections. These topics will be examined through a case study
conducted over the course of three years (2012-2014) at the Victory Christian Fellowship
(VCF), a non-denominational and multicultural Christian church, and the surrounding
South Dublin community where the church is located.
While contested notions of Irish identity is the primary focus of this particular
study, the issues that this research speaks to are situated within a larger discussion
pertaining to the changes occurring throughout much of the Western world (specifically
in Europe) as a result of the increases in global immigration. Over the past two decades,
there has been significant backlash against immigrants in many European societies; a
trend which has ultimately contributed to an alarming increase of xenophobic rhetoric
(e.g. Erlanger and Bennhold 2015; Taras 2009; Fireside 2002). This fear of foreigners by
native-born citizens has dominated the public discourse in many nation-states as societies
are reacting to their rapidly changing ethno-cultural landscape (e.g. Thornton 2014;
Doyle 2011; King and Mai 2009).
Much of this public debate in Europe centers on differences in religious beliefs
(e.g. Koopmans 2015; Gündüz 2010; Yeğenoğlu 2006) and according to Foner and Alba
(2008: 361), “religion is seen in Europe as the marker of a fundamental social divide.”
Indeed, as Peach (2006: 353) argues, “religion may now be a more important variable for
socio-geographic investigation than race or ethnicity”. While a growing number of
Europeans point to recent extremist attacks (e.g. Joshi 2015; Higgins and Eddy 2015;
Higgins 2015) in order to validate their xenophobia and/or justify their bigoted beliefs, I
argue that the escalating religious divide in Europe is not limited to these atypical violent
events. Rather, it is within the actions, behaviors, and identities located within everyday
societies where the roots of this division begin to mature and take shape. Additionally,
and in contrast to these negative social developments, religion can also play an important
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positive role in providing strength and consistency for migrants as they maneuver through
the challenges of everyday life in their new place of residence. As Hirschman (2004:
1228) correctly points out, “[f]or many immigrants, the separation from family, language,
and community often leads to a search for meaning and stability in their new homeland.
Religious participation and rituals [therefore] can often fill the psychological void and
create a sense of belonging and community for newcomers.” Additionally, as Agrawal
(2008: 44) suggests, “religious institutions provide immigrants with an entry point to the
mainstream host society”. Consequently, religion is an important element for migrants in
that it is an influential social structure that can both facilitate and hinder their transition
into a new society. Certainly these two extremes are not mutually exclusive. Rather, they
typically exist concurrently and therefore, it is crucial to better understand how this
dichotomous relationship functions within society.
An important framework utilized in this dissertation examines the multiple
intersections at play related to these contested notions of identity and explored through
the construct of social integration. The Council of the European Union (2004: 19;
emphasis added) defines integration as being “a dynamic, long-term, and continuous twoway process of mutually accommodation, not a static outcome. It demands the
participation not only of immigrants and their descendants but of every resident”
including those from the host community. Additionally, according to Sardinha (2009: 20;
emphasis added), integration is “a mutable process, ever-changing in time and in space.
Integration processes do not see a conclusive result; instead it’s the progression and the
making of headway towards achieving the acceptance of difference within a democratic,
multicultural state that is the primary aim.” As such, integration should not be understood
as being direct assimilation but rather, it refers to the acceptance of an individual and/or a
group of people within a society (McGinnity et al. 2013: 12; Fanning 2011) and typically,
it is associated with how immigrants adapt to and eventually become a part of everyday
life within their new nation-state. The Integration Centre, a non-governmental
organization in Ireland, also stresses the importance of the dual nature of this process and
claims that integration is only “achieved when immigrants enjoy economic, political,
social and cultural equality and inclusion” (McGinnity et al. 2013: 12). Consequently, the
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dual nature of integration and the diverse range of dimensions within society where it
occurs, has led researchers to narrow their examinations into what Gilmartin and Migge
(2013) refer to as “pathways to integration.” Amongst these engagements the economic
pathways are undoubtedly “the most researched area of integration” (Agner and Strange
2008: 170). As I argue throughout this study, however, other societal forces are equally if
not more significant; namely, the conceptualizations and contestations of ethno-cultural
and national identity classifications such as race and religious beliefs.
To be clear, I am not suggesting that economic issues are inconsequential to the
overall integration process. Rather, I believe that economic issues are one piece of a
larger puzzle. However, by placing sole emphasis on the importance of economic factors,
the potential exists to dehumanize migrants to the point that they become perceived by
the state and society as being nothing more than “economic units concerned primarily
with capital maximization” as pointed out by Gilmartin and Migge (2013:4). By
regarding migrants in this way, economic-focused research does not fully grasp the
complexities that are involved in the dynamic process of integration. Furthermore, by
limiting the discussion to economic-related topics, the discourse on integration has the
potential to serve as a façade masking more significant societal issues such as ethnoracial discrimination and/or religious bigotry. Put differently, by painting migrants as
being exclusively economically driven units rather than people, it provides incentive for a
growing number of individuals and anti-immigration political parties who suggest that
migrants are only ‘here’ to collect governmental benefits (e.g. Morris 2014; Schult 2014;
Torry 2014) and/or to steal jobs away from the native-born citizens (e.g. Dawar 2014;
Serenelli 2014 Orr 2013). Therefore, by providing a socially-centered narrative, this
dissertation shifts the discussion towards ethno-cultural issues that are related to
contemporary conceptualizations and constructions of the nation which I argue are
central to the larger debate in Ireland (and by extension, in Europe) concerning
integration and how this process is fundamentally altering societies.
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1.2 FRAMING THE RESEARCH: THREE OBJECTIVES
Building upon these themes, the overarching research aim of this dissertation is to
evaluate the contested notions of identity (and their multiple intersections) that exist
between Irish- and foreign-born residents in Dublin, Ireland, and more importantly, what
this means in terms of the contemporary construction of Irishness. Within this broad
topic, three specific research objectives emerge from the case study that will address
several gaps in the literature. It is important to point out here, that this research has been
designed so that each of the objectives outlined below will become a stand-alone
manuscript and its own chapter within this dissertation.

1.2.1 Objective 1
Extend current understandings of social integration by exploring what it means to be
‘Irish’ in twenty-first century Dublin from both the Irish-born and non-Irish-born
perspectives.
There is a plethora of research on the deteriorating social relations and the
increased acts of discrimination/racism in Ireland between the Irish-born and foreignborn residents (e.g., Ulin et. al 2013; Lentin and Moreo 2010; Lentin and McVeigh
2002). However, as Gilmartin and White (2008: 144) point out, this research on
migration and related social issues in Ireland is not being conducted by geographers;
despite the fact that during this same time period, “the discipline of geography has
asserted its centrality to the study of international migration”. Furthermore, according to
Fanning (2009: 174), “debates about national identity have yet to be asserted in relation
to integration [in Ireland, and] it seems that many Irish are unsure about how to define
their national identity” within this new multi-cultural, multi-ethnic, and multi-religious
environment that they currently find themselves. As such, this objective analyzes the
construction of Irish identity and it will relate this understanding to the social integration
process through qualitative analysis conducted at the VCF and the surrounding South
Dublin community. My aim here is to assess the perceptions of both groups about what it
means to be ‘Irish’ in order to determine what aspects of ethno-racial and national
identity serve as a bridge and/or barrier in the social integration process.
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1.2.2 Objective 2
Determine the influence of religion and religious beliefs on the social integration
process.
The study of religion within the field of geography has progressed in recent years
from the lacuna that once existed, as Lily Kong’s (1990; 2001; 2010) three decadal
reviews demonstrate. However, there are several topics/themes where improvements are
certainly necessary and this research objective is designed to address one of these
omissions. This study specifically speaks to what Kong (2010: 760) refers to as the
“interface of human mobility and religion”. Kong outlines six strands of current
geographic research within this ‘interface’ and while I acknowledge Kong’s breakdown
of this research, I also believe that a seventh strand is necessary. This proposed new
strand is one that specifically examines how religion plays a role in the social integration
of immigrants within a receiving society. To be sure, Kong (2010: 761) does refer to the
social role of religion “in integrating and settling recent immigrants to a new country.”
However, given the increasing importance of this process within contemporary societies
around the world, I believe that it deserves its own ‘strand’ rather than simply being
lumped together with the architectural impacts of religious structures and the formation
of religious enclaves as is the case in Kong’s categorization. This suggestion does not
imply that religious architecture and enclaves are unimportant components to the
“interface of human mobility and religion”. Rather, what I am proposing here is that the
intersections of religion and social integration, and the complexities inherent to this
process, are significant enough to warrant their own strand of research. More specifically,
a central contention in support of this additional strand is that the previous six do not
adequately address how the actions, beliefs, and attitudes of the host-country and its
citizens are also important to consider; especially in the process of social integration (see,
McGinnity et al. 2013). In this sense, religion can be considered as both a bridge and a
barrier with regards to social integration (Foner and Alba 2008). Within the Victory
Christian Fellowship, Irish-born and non-Irish-born congregants frequently interact with
one another, suggesting religion is a bridge that is encouraging social integration.
Alternatively, non-congregant Irish-born members of the community are skeptical of the
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VCF and maintain that it is a type of religious cult. In this case, religion can be
interpreted as a barrier that is hindering the social integration of migrants in Ireland.

1.2.3 Objective 3
Analyze the role of human territoriality in the construction of collective (religious)
identity.
Historically, much of the geographic research concerning territoriality has focused
on questions related to the international system of nation-states and/or the individual
nation-states themselves (see, Johnston 2001: 684) and according to Jordan (1998: 1), this
“analysis seldom went beyond the institutional level”. John Agnew’s influential
‘territorial trap’ (1994) challenged these traditional notions of territory (and territoriality)
and in so doing, provided “alternative ways in which the understanding and analysis of
territory could be constructed” (Newman 2010: 773). Consequently, recent geographic
discussions (see, Storey 2012; Inwood 2011; Delaney 2005) have suggested that
territoriality can be utilized to explain social behaviors and collective identities at
geographic scales much smaller than the nation-state (e.g. Moreau and Alderman 2011;
Radil et al. 2010; Holligan and Deuchar 2009; Boal 2008). As such, this objective
extends upon these current understandings by further analyzing how collective identities
at smaller geographic scales are (re)constructed through processes of teritorialization.
Additionally, while the concept of territoriality has been used before to discuss religious
topics: such as, the formation and development of Christianity (Sack 1986);
Muslim/Jewish relations in Palestine/Israel (Storey 2012); and, Catholic/Protestant
relations in Northern Ireland (O’Dochartaigh 2011; Graham and Nash 2006); a lacuna
exists within the literature concerning religious expressions of territoriality at an
individual religious organization and how this influences the collective identity formation
of its congregants.

1.3 OUTLINE OF THE DISSERTATION
This dissertation is divided into six chapters. In Chapter Two, I provide a detailed
account of the research methods that were used throughout this research. While I believe
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that this chapter is necessary in order to paint a more accurate and comprehensive picture
of the research process, the majority of the “three articles” style dissertations that I have
observed do not actually have this specific chapter included. The reasoning behind this
omission seems to be that the research methods utilized throughout the dissertation are
discussed within each of the articles so there is no need to provide an entire chapter about
this. While I do follow this logic and include a paragraph or two about the research
methods used in each of the chapters/articles, I believe that it is essential to provide a
broader and more inclusive overview of this process. Accordingly, Chapter Two allows
me to be much more specific concerning the literature that supports the use of each of the
methods within the research. Acknowledging the word limits involved in publishable
papers, much of this supporting literature is suppressed within each of the articles and
therefore it is important to provide this information within a specific chapter.
Given the “three articles” approach to this dissertation, Chapter Three is the first
publishable article. Here, I utilize a social constructionist framework to discuss the
connections(s) between social integration and various contested notions of Irish identity;
namely, race/ethnicity, religion, and language. This social constructionist approach
provides a context and a lexicon that allows me to discuss the intersections between
primordial notions of the nation as discussed by Geertz (1973) and a more fluid
interpretation and understanding that suggests identity traits are not fixed in time and/or
to a specific place. Rather, as Graham (1997:7) suggests, identities attached to national
imaginations are “capable both of being read in conflicting ways at any one time and of
being transformed through time” and space. Within this chapter/paper, I utilize the
bridge/barrier metaphor to determine how and why specific identity traits are interpreted
as facilitating and/or hindering the social integration of migrants within Ireland from both
an Irish- and foreign-born perspective. This approach provides a way to explore the
geographies of inclusion/exclusion (Sibley 1995; O’Boyle and Fanning 2009) and to
analyze how this dichotomous relationship plays a fundamental role in the ways that a
society attempts to define the socially constructed categories of ‘us’ and ‘them’. For each
of the three identities traits that I examine (race/ethnicity, religion, and language) I first
provide a brief theoretical background, next I transfer this understanding to an Irish
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context, and finally I examine how they function as a bridge and/or a barrier within South
Dublin.
While Chapter Three discusses religion, it does so from a very broad standpoint in
terms of its connection to notions of Irishness. Chapter Four takes this examination of
religion a step further and specifically explores how religious beliefs, practices, and
identities are utilized in the social integration process of migrants. Much of the academic
literature that examines religion’s interplay with processes of integration and national
identity in Europe has done so by studying the impact and growth of Islam within
European societies (e.g., Joppke 2014; Kuppinger 2014; Sunier 2014; Salih 2004; El
Hamel 2002; Naylor and Ryan 2002). My research builds on the insights of this literature
but it is purposely designed to expand this discussion through a case study exclusively
focusing on the role that Christianity plays in the social integration of migrants. The
central motivation behind this concentration on Christianity is that, according to the Pew
Research Center (2012), there are more than twice as many Christian migrants in Europe
as there are Muslim migrants, 56% to 27% respectively. This difference is even greater in
Ireland where only 5% of foreign-born residents practice Islam. Additionally, by focusing
on the Victory Christian Fellowship, the dual nature of the integration process is put into
sharp focus. Within the church, religious practices and beliefs between the Irish- and
foreign-born congregants has contributed to a more inclusive community. In this
situation, then, religion is considered to be facilitating the social integration of migrants.
Alternatively, however, these same forces have caused problems within the larger
construct of South Dublin as non-congregants (typically, Roman Catholics) interpret the
religious differences that exist between themselves and congregants at the VCF as a
barrier that is hindering social integration.
Chapter Five goes even further into the analysis of religious identity in Ireland. It
emphasizes the important role that territoriality plays in the identity construction of a
person and a community by explaining how and why certain adaptations made to the
territoriality of the church have caused considerable deviations to the everyday identities
of the congregants. Here the examination revolves around the events that occurred in
June 2013 at the Victory Christian Fellowship. During that month, the VCF was evicted
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from their state-of-the-art facility as a result of being €18 million in debt to the Bank of
Scotland. Consequently, this paper utilizes a spatiotemporal approach to explore the
religious and physical changes that occurred before, during, and after the Church’s
eviction through a discussion of three central mechanisms for how territoriality is
implemented (classification, communication, and enforcing control over space) (Agnew
2000; Sack 1986). Exploring these religious expressions of territoriality using this
spatiotemporal approach allows us to witness how specific territorial changes have
shaped the individual and collective identities of the congregation over the course of
three years.
Given the ‘three articles’ format employed within this dissertation, Chapter Six is
not a typical conclusion since each of the three chapters have their own individual
conclusions that addresses the specific issues discussed within. As such, Chapter Six
should be understood as an opportunity to revisit the three research objectives discussed
above and how the findings in each have contributed to existing geographic literatures.
This final chapter also provides a place to discuss suggestions for future research on these
issues.

1.4 SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION
In summation, this dissertation examines the contested notions of Irishness that
exists in contemporary Dublin by exploring multiple intersections of identity (ethnoracial, religious, and national) through a focus on the social integration of migrants. A
main emphasis throughout this research is the importance placed on the dynamistic, longterm, and continuous dual nature of this process because it is within the ebbs and flows
that exist between the individuals and/or groups involved where the contestation of
identity(ies) most readily occurs. Therefore, it is not enough to simply study the migrants
themselves and how they adapt to life within their new residence. Rather, in order to
present a more comprehensive understanding of these contested identities, we must also
consider how and why members of the receiving society are also responding to this new
reality as well.
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Additionally, while there are many ‘pathways’ that a researcher can use to
investigate integration, the framework used throughout this particular dissertation is
socially-centered. Within this framework the analysis is concerned primarily with
specific ethno-cultural issues that are associated with contemporary conceptualizations
and constructions of national narratives. The imagination of these narratives is where the
geographies of inclusion and exclusion are being employed to define the socially
constructed categories of ‘us’ and ‘them’. As such, I argue that the identities established
by this dichotomous relationship, and tied to these larger national imaginations, are the
fundamental components that are shaping the larger debate(s) related to increased global
migration within societies. Importantly, this is not only the case in the Republic of Ireland
but also throughout Europe and the rest of the Western world as well. Consequently, this
research has much broader application than just Dublin, Ireland. The strategies that are
employed within this dissertation can therefore also be utilized to study socially-centered
relationships and the conceptualizations, contestations, and constructions of identity that
are occurring in the vast majority of immigrant receiving countries around the world.
At the heart of this study is an emphasis on religious beliefs, practices, and
identities. Many European societies have undergone a steady rise in secularism over the
past century and this reality stands in direct conflict with the importance that many
migrants place on their own religious beliefs. As a result, religion has become a crucial
component of the social division in Europe between foreign- and native-born residents,
thereby fueling xenophobia and the bigotry that is typically associated with it.
Alternatively, however, religious identities are also important components in the ways
that migrants develop a sense of belonging within their new home by forming collective
attachments to a community of individuals that share their beliefs. With immigration to
Europe likely to continue into the foreseeable future, it is imperative to more thoroughly
understand both sides of this interrelated narrative and the multiple cultural and political
intersections that are central to it.
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2. RESEARCH METHODS AND ANALYSIS
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2.1 INTRODUCTION
The research for this dissertation was conducted over a three year period (20122014) and it includes a two-week pilot study and eight-weeks of IRB-approved research
at the Victory Christian Fellowship (VCF), a non-denominational and multicultural
Christian church located in South Dublin. Due to the nature of the research in this study,
qualitative research methods were selected over quantitative because social issues,
beliefs, and identities are not easily quantifiable. Moreover, as Denzin and Lincoln (1998:
8) explain, qualitative researchers “stress the socially constructed nature of reality, the
intimate relationship between the researcher and what is studied, and the situational
constraints that shape inquiry. […] They seek answers to questions that stress how social
experience is created and given meaning.” Because of this, “Qualitative researchers are
more likely than quantitative researchers to confront the constraints of the everyday
social world” (ibid.:10) by studying “things in their natural settings, attempting to make
sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” (ibid.:
3). Additionally, as Winchester and Rofe (2010: 8) acknowledge, “Qualitative
geographical research tends to emphasize multiple meanings and interpretations rather
than seeking to impose any one ‘dominant’ or ‘correct’ interpretation.” This
understanding is essential for this particular study given the contested notions of identity
(ethno-racial, religious, and national) that are involved.
There are of course numerous examples of methodologies used within qualitative
research (e.g. interviews, focus groups, participant observation, oral history, autophotography, questionnaires, case studies, etc.). The multiplicity of these qualitative
approaches leads Denzin and Lincoln (1998:3; emphasis in the original) to refer to
qualitative methods as being “a bricolage, and the [qualitative] researcher as bricoleur.”
Lévi-Strauss (1966:17) explains that a bricoleur can be considered a “Jack of all trades or
a kind of professional do-it-yourself person.” In other words, a bricoleur uses multiple
strategies to accomplish his/her goals. Therefore, with respect to the qualitative
researcher, this understanding necessitates the implementation of a multi-method
research approach (Brewer and Hunter 1989; emphasis added). For Denzin and Lincoln
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(1998:4; emphasis added), engaging with and triangulating these various methods
together within “a single study […] adds rigor, breadth, and depth to any investigation.”
In each of the following qualitative research methods discussed below, I provide a
brief background for the usage of that particular method within the field of Geography
and connect the method to the objectives of this study by showing how they were be
implemented. Following this, I explain how these four methods fit together and how the
data acquired was ultimately organized and evaluated through the use of thematic
analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006).

2.2 METHODS
2.2.1 Case Study
The research in this dissertation is situated around an in-depth case study of the
Victory Christian Fellowship and the South Dublin community where it is located. Jamie
Baxter (2010: 81) explains that “case study research involves the study of a single
instance or small number of instances of a phenomenon in order to explore in-depth
nuances of the phenomenon and the contextual influences on and explanations of that
phenomenon.” In other words, the case study provides a window into the world of a
place/space with the purpose of understanding the larger processes that are occurring
within. Additionally, as Pamela Baxter and Susan Jack (2008: 545) contend, qualitative
case studies “facilitate exploration of a phenomenon within its context using a variety of
data sources. This ensures that the issue is not explored through one lens, but rather a
variety of lenses which allows for multiple facets of the phenomenon to be revealed and
understood.” Philosophically, case studies “base their approach […] on a constructivist
paradigm. [which itself is] built upon the premise of a social construction of reality”
(Baxter and Jack 2008: 545). Given that this dissertation is focused on contested notions
of identity in Irish society, utilizing a constructivist approach is a crucial component to
this research. “One of the advantages of this approach is the close collaboration between
the researcher and the participant, while enabling participants to tell their stories.
Through these stories the participants are able to describe their views of reality and this
enables the researcher to better understand the participants’ actions” (ibid: 545).
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The research for this particular case study began in June 2012 during a two week
pilot study when the Victory Christian Fellowship and South Dublin were actually chosen
as the case study to be used. At the time, my goal was to locate a place/organization in
order to study the effects of integration in Irish society. In all honesty, I more or less
stumbled into the VCF and only initially went there because they had a Starbucks café in
their lobby with free wifi access. At this point, I had absolutely no idea that it was a
church. Nor did I know just how multicultural it actually was until I witnessed several
interactions within the church on my first visit. Once I recognized this, the VCF offered
me a valuable site to be able to research several phenomena related to contested notions
of Irish identity resulting from the integration of immigrants into Irish society. First, it
provided a way to examine integration within the confines of a church by exploring the
ways in which religious beliefs and practices serve as a catalyst for the creation of a
collective identity through a strong sense of belonging. Second, it allowed for a
comparison between ‘newer’ Christian beliefs and identities in Ireland and the strong
societal undercurrents of Roman Catholicism that have been engrained in Irish society for
centuries. Third, given the multicultural component of the church which includes
congregants from over twenty-eight different nation-states from around the globe, the
VCF facilitated my interactions with migrants and provided a way to witness the
interaction of foreign-born and Irish-born individuals. This objective would have been
much more difficult had it not been for this particular organization. Returning to the VCF
and South Dublin on two subsequent visits (June 2013 and June 2014) allowed me to
witness the many changes that had occurred over this time period. Therefore, in terms of
the third research objective outlined in the introduction, I was made aware of the
transformations of the church’s territoriality over the course of the three years. Had I only
conducted research at the church during one of those years, I probably would not have
recognized just how much it had changed. As a result, the long-term nature of this case
study became a valuable component to the overall research in this dissertation. Finally, as
mentioned in the above paragraph, this case study provided me with a way to utilize
multiple qualitative research methods at the same time which in turn, allowed for a much
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more thorough examination of the phenomena that were occurring which therefore
facilitated a more robust analysis of these phenomena.

2.2.2 Semi/un-structured interviews
According to McDowell (2010, 157-58), interviewing is one of “the most
common of the qualitative approaches utilized by human geographers” and its “aim is to
probe an issue in depth: […] to examine human relationships and discover as much as
possible about why people feel or act in the ways they do.” Dunn (2000, 102; emphasis
added) outlines the four central reasons why qualitative researchers use interviews:

1. To fill a gap in knowledge that other methods, such as observation or the use of
census data, are unable to bridge efficaciously.
2. To investigate complex behaviors and motivations.
3. To collect a diversity of meaning, opinion, and experiences.
4. When a method is required that shows respect for and empowers the people
who provide the data. […]
For this particular study, all four of the reasons above justify the use of interviews
as a research method. Dunn (2000) also divides interviewing into three distinct categories
that can be placed on a continuum. On one end, are structured interviews that are more
rigid and “question-focused” (ibid.: 109). This research project did not use this type of
interview because, in my opinion, it places too great of an importance on the questions
asked. This ‘question-driven’ type of interview would ultimately detract from the
potential insights that a more casual approach offered. In the middle of the continuum are
the semi-structured interviews that are “content-focused […] organized around ordered
but flexible questioning” (ibid.: 110) and at the other end are the un-structured interviews
that are “informant-focused” (ibid.: 111). The interview technique that was utilized for
this research project can be placed somewhere between the semi-structured and unstructured interviewing methods as it incorporates aspects that are both content- and
informant-focused. This style of interviewing has been very successful for me in a past
research experience (Conner 2011; Conner 2014) because it creates a more comfortable
setting for the interviewee and therefore encourages a more natural conversation to
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develop. Here, the individual voice of the interviewee is much more clearly heard
compared to simply recording the answers to pre-determined questions.
Throughout my research, I had the opportunity to meet with many individuals
involved with this case study (e.g. Church officials, congregants, non-congregants, and
members of the press). In so doing, I situated myself as a “frequent and knowledgeable
visitor instead of a complete outsider” (Inwood 2012). These research experiences have
also helped to fulfill several fundamental components suggested by Fontana and Frey
(1998) that are required for successful interviews. First, I located my key informants, who
are the insiders or the “member[s] of the groups being studied” (ibid: 59). Second, I
gained the trust of these individuals; which “is essential to an interviewer’s success”
(ibid: 59). Third, and perhaps most importantly, I established a good rapport with them.
This, according to Fontana and Frey (1998: 60), is “paramount for the researcher” as
“[h]e or she must be able to put him-or herself in the role of the respondents and attempt
to see the situation from their perspective, rather than impose the world of academia and
preconceptions upon them.”
Throughout the research, I conducted thirty-three ‘official’ interviews with the
informants described above (20 male and 13 female). Due to the semi/un-structured
nature of the interviews used in this research, the interviews took many different forms
because an interview conducted with one of the Pastors of the church was decidedly
different than an interview conducted with an Irish-born, non-congregant resident of the
South Dublin community and/or a member of the press. With that said, the objectives of
this research were utilized as the overarching framework for the interviews and the
questions that I asked related to the following premises which is based on a similar
framework used in Inwood 2012.
1) Situate informant’s past and current association with the Victory Christian
Fellowship.
This is the most basic of the premises. It addresses all three of the objectives of
this research by allowing me to ‘place’ the informants within categories of ‘like groups’
concerning their relationship with the Church. This, then, assisted with the analysis
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portion of the research by establishing the informants’ background and perspective which
allowed me to differentiate their answers to the interview questions based on these
contexts.
2) Explore informant’s views concerning the influence of religion on the social
integration process of immigrants.
This premise is linked to the first and third research objectives. It is designed to
determine the beliefs of the informants on whether religion can be interpreted as a bridge
and/or a barrier; thereby either encouraging and/or discouraging social integration. In so
doing, insights emerged into how the constructs of a religious institution encourages
collective identities to form and develop through a strong sense of belonging; including
certain dimensions of the material, functional, and/or symbolic components associated
with human territoriality (Paasi 2008). It also highlighted how differences in religious
beliefs caused friction between the congregants and non-congregants in South Dublin.
3) Assess informant’s understanding of what it means to be ‘Irish’.
This premise is directly related to the second research objective. Considering the
lack of understanding concerning the relationship between notions of national identity
and integration in Ireland (Fanning 2009; 158, 174), it was imperative to gain further
insight into this important connection in order to gain a more complete understanding of
the social integration process. Due to the abstract nature of the topic, there were many
deviations in the informants’ responses; this was both expected and encouraged. The
differences that emerged permitted me to connect like-responses together through several
analyzed themes associated with the contested notions of identity inherent in Irish society
(i.e. race/ethnicity, religion, language, citizenship, and national identity).
4) Probe informant’s overall awareness and personal experiences concerning the
eviction of the Victory Christian Fellowship from their church site (the Victory
Centre) by the Bank of Scotland.
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This premise is directly related to the third research objective. The answers
addressed questions concerning the role of human territoriality in the construction of
individual and collective identification of congregants. It was designed to explore the
longitudinal changes that occurred to their identity over time throughout the eviction
process: before, during, and after.
Due to the sensitive nature of several of these questions, an informed consent
sheet was provided to the interviewee before the interview began. This informed consent
sheet acknowledged the fact that many of the questions were sensitive in nature, and that
every interviewee had the right to stop the interview at any time he/she wishes and/or
have any/all interview data discarded if he/she wanted. I believe that the questions asked
during the interviews represented minimal risk to the participants as defined by the
University of Tennessee’s Students’ Guide for Studies Involving Human Participants.
The interviewees were selected in several ways. First, there were the central
figures at the church, the Pastors. These individuals were vital to my study and served as
gatekeepers that allowed me to conduct my research at the church in the first place. While
I conducted interviews with all three Pastors, I only utilized the results from the ‘main’
Pastor (Brendan) in my analysis. Unquestionably, I spent the most amount of time with
him and when I did speak to the other Pastors they simply regurgitated the same
information to me that Pastor Brendan provided. As a gatekeeper, Pastor Brendan
introduced me to many of the congregants. It was through this action that allowed me to
interview the majority of the congregant respondents. The other congregants were
selected because they personally offered to assist my research after they met me in one of
several different social setting related to the church. In total, I interviewed thirteen
congregants, eight of them were foreign-born and seven were Irish-born. The remaining
fifteen interviews were conducted with non-congregant members of the community (four
foreign-born and eleven Irish-born). All but two of these interviews happened randomly
in that I did not seek them out specifically. Rather, it was through various social
interactions at several locations around South Dublin where I met these individuals. The
fact that I had an American accent intrigued many of these respondents to ask what I was
doing in Ireland. After I told them the premise of my research, they offered to provide
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their assistance. The two individuals that I did seek out were members of the press that
had previously written about the church in a local newspaper and online sources.
In all of the interviews, a digital tape recorder was utilized. At the end of each
day, these digital audio files were uploaded to my personal password-protected laptop
computer and then immediately transferred to my Dropbox account. Dropbox is a secure,
password-protected, internet storage site that is encrypted on Amazon’s S3 Storage
Service. After transfer, they were deleted from both the audio recorder and the laptop
computer. When I returned to Knoxville, I transferred the files to my personal, passwordprotected home computer. Additionally, any/all signed informed consent forms were
carried with me at all times throughout the day until they could be properly secured in a
locked briefcase that I kept at my apartment in Dublin. Upon returning to Knoxville, all
of these consent forms were locked in my home desk.

2.2.3 Participant Observations
The research in this dissertation was also constructed by utilizing participant
observations. As Kearns (2010: 245) contends, “[d]eveloping a geography of everyday
experience requires us to move beyond [a] reliance on formalized interactions such as
those occurring in interviews” and move towards the incorporations of participant
observations which has historically been a research method used by social
anthropologists. According to Dewalt and Dewalt (2010: 1), “for social scientists,
participant observation is a method in which a researcher takes part in the daily activities,
rituals, interactions, and events of a group of people as one of the means of learning about
certain aspects of their life routines and their culture.” Likewise, Kearns (2010: 245)
suggests that “the goal of participant observation is to develop understanding through
being part of the spontaneity of everyday interactions.”
Yet, in order to fully harness the power of this research method, Kearns points out
that a researcher must first be cognizant of the fact that their mere presence may modify
the research location. Kearns (2010: 246) utilizes four possible research roles pertaining
to participant observation in order to show the range of approaches a researcher may take
with this approach: 1) complete observer, 2) observer-as-participant, 3) participant-as-
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observer, and 4) complete participation. In the research conducted for this study, I
classify myself as an observer-as-participant. In the case of the Victory Christian
Fellowship, I am neither a congregant of the church nor a member of the community that
it is located in. Consequently, I can rule out the third and forth approaches listed above. I
also recognize that my presence will be noticed and therefore I am not a complete
observer who is detached from the research participants.
This type of qualitative method, more than any other, provides valuable insights
into the everyday experiences, interactions, and the identities of those individuals being
researched (Adler and Adler 1998). “One of the hallmarks of observations”, according to
Adler and Adler (1998: 80), “has traditionally been its non-interventionism. Observers
neither manipulate nor stimulate their subject […] which stands in marked contrast to
researchers using interviews [and/or] questionnaires, who direct the interaction and
introduce potentially new ideas into the arena”. However, as mentioned above, it is
impossible to be completely detached from the research participants while you are
observing them. Consequently, while conducting participant observations, I utilized a
digital voice recorder to record data – following the suggestions of Adler and Adler
(1998). I did not record observations via a notepad and pen during these observations
because this would more easily compromise the observations by potentially altering the
activities and interactions of those individuals being observed.
There are three primary purposes of these observations. First, is to provide
“complementary evidence” (Kearns 2010: 242; emphasis in the original). Kearns states
that the intent of observations “is to gain added value from time ‘in the field’ and to
provide a descriptive complement to more controlled and formalized methods such as
interviewing” (ibid: 242). In other words, participant observations can fill-in-the-gaps, so
to speak, concerning interactions that may or may not be discussed in the interviews. A
second related purpose of observations is to provide “contextual understanding” (ibid:
242; emphasis in the original). “Here the goal is to construct an in-depth interpretation of
a particular time and place through direct experience” (ibid: 242). Finally, participant
observations also provide the researcher with the ability to mask his or her observations
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in generalities in order to better protect the individuals and social environments that are
being observed.
The majority of the participant observations that I conducted in this research were
within or around the vicinity of the Victory Centre. Throughout the weeks that I was
there, I would sit in the lobby of the facility, almost every day, and record various aspects
of the interactions occurring within. Additionally, I also attended the majority of the
worship sessions, both during the week in the form of prayer groups, as well as during the
main two-hour Sunday services. Following the Church’s eviction from the Victory
Centre, the participation observation process was limited to prayer group meetings within
individuals’ homes (in which case my presence was obviously noticed) as well as before,
during, and after the Sunday services at several South Dublin area hotels. After each
observation session, I transcribed my recordings into my password-protected laptop and
then transferred those notes into a password-protected internet storage site (i.e. Dropbox).
Each document was coded by the date that they occurred and the location of the
observations. After transferring these documents to my home computer, the
dictations/notes were deleted from both the audio recorder, and the laptop computer.

2.2.3 Questionnaire/Survey
As McGuirk and O’Neill (2010: 191-92) point out, “[q]uestionnaires are useful
for gathering original data about people, their behavior, experiences and social
interactions, attitudes and opinions, and awareness of events.” As such, this research
utilizes a 20-question multiple choice and open-ended type survey (see appendix). The
questions on this survey were based directly from the research objectives of this study
and they will also follow De Vaus’s (20021) four suggested categories:
1. attributes: Attribute questions aim at establishing respondents’ characteristics
(i.e. demographic information).
2. behavior: Behavior questions aim at discovering what people do.

1

Source from McGuirk and O’Neill (2010: 194)
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3. attitudes: Questions about attitudes are designed to discover what people
think is desirable or undesirable.
4. beliefs: Questions about beliefs aim at establishing what people believe to
be true or false or preferred.
As recommended by McGuirk and O’Neill, (2010: 194), the first few questions on
the survey were closed questions and they were intended to provide this research with
simple statistics (i.e. demographic information) that could then be discussed qualitatively
through the data received in the answers to the other questions on the survey. The
subsequent survey questions were open-ended questions as these provided a “greater
potential to yield in-depth responses in keeping with the thrust of qualitative research: to
understand how meaning is attached to process and practice” (ibid: 195). The reasoning
for including the closed questions before the open-ended questions is that by the time the
respondents get to these open-ended questions, they will be better “aware of the
questionnaire’s thrust and may be more inclined to offer fluid and considered responses”
(ibid: 201).
The use of a survey for this research was extremely advantageous because it
allowed for a much broader sample of the population than simply interviewing could
achieve. There are/were approximately 1000 congregants at the Victory Christian
Fellowship and it was unrealistic to think that an adequate understanding of issues related
to the contested notions of identity in Ireland (and in the Church itself) could be acquired
from a few dozen interviews. The survey was constructed to be able to acquire
information from both congregants and non-congregants of the VCF. Table 2.1 provides
a brief glimpse of the 176-survey respondent’s based on their religious affiliations, sex,
and whether they are Irish- or foreign-born.
These statistics are not representative of the larger community of South Dublin as
this was not the intended objective of my research. Rather, my goal was to focus
primarily on the congregants at the VCF (which is why they represent the largest group)
and to also gain the perspective from as diverse of a sample as possible from the noncongregant members of the community at large. In reality, the total demographic
breakdown in Dublin and its suburbs is approximately 81% Roman Catholic and 80%
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Irish-born (CSO 2011). In South Dublin, the Catholic percentage is the same as greater
Dublin but the percentage of Irish-born is slightly higher at 82.3% (ibid). The survey
results contain data from individuals from twenty-eight different nation-states around the
world (although not the exact same twenty-eight that currently compose the congregation
at the VCF) and some nations are represented more than others. For example, nine
respondents are Nigerian-born, eight are Brazilian-born, and five are Polish-born, while
the majority of the remaining respondents are the only individual from their respective
country (e.g. Cameroon, Kenya, Vietnam, etc.). Additionally, for the sake of clarity, the
category “Other Christian” in Table 2.1 includes both denominational Christians (i.e.
Pentecostal, Methodist, Orthodox, etc.) and non-denominational Christians not associated
with the VCF. The “Other Religion” category was originally designed to represent all
non-Christian religious groups; however, all seven respondents were Muslims (four Shia
and three Sunni). The “Other” category includes those individuals who self-identified as
spiritual but having no religious affiliation as well as those that indicated that they were
non-religious and non-spiritual.
The survey was distributed in three ways. A printed copy was provided to any
individual that expressed an interested in my study while I was in Dublin. I obtained the
vast majority of my surveys in this way – 141 out of the 176. At the church, the surveys
were mainly completed before and after the Sunday services. I specifically arrived an
hour early to each service for this very reason. Additionally, on many occasions,
congregants that I already knew would invite me to go for tea or coffee following the
service with other members of the church, and this snowball sampling process was how I
obtained many of the survey results from VCF congregants. In the local community, the
majority of my surveys were completed at various social gatherings that I was invited to
by either extended family members that live in the community (I will discuss this more
below) or through individuals I met elsewhere who invited me to their functions. For
example, a Brazilian-born woman that I became friends with invited me to a Brazilianstyle barbeque at her house where I had the opportunity to interact with her friends and
family members; the majority of whom were foreign-born. The remaining 35 surveys
were completed online through the use of an online survey provider (i.e. Survey
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Table 2.1: Basic Demographics (176 responses)
RELIGION

Victory Christian Fellowship
(63)
Roman Catholic
(59)
Other Christian
(26)
Other Religion
(7)
Other
(21)

% OF
THE
TOTAL
35.80%

FEMALE / MALE

IRISH-BORN /
FOREIGN-BORN

28 / 35

23 / 40

33.52%

21 / 38

52 / 7

14.77%

16 / 10

8 / 18

3.98%

2/5

0/7

11.93%

7 / 14

12 / 9

100%

74 Females
(42.05%)
102 Males
(57.95%)

95 Irish-born
(54%)
81 Foreign-born
(46%)
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Monkey). The link for this online survey was posted on several Facebook group pages
associated with Victory Centre. These include: Victory Centre (open forum) – 606
members; Victory Centre (closed forum) – 263 members; and, Victory Christian Centre
Irish-Filipino community – 151 members. I obtained permission to post on these
Facebook pages from the various administrators after having been accepted as a member
of all three groups. Finally, as I’ve alluded to, I made several contacts within the larger
community (including Dublin-based family members and friends) and these individuals
posted the survey link on their personal Facebook page in the hopes that their ‘friends’
would respond.
I understand that some might be skeptical of this particular approach (the use of
online mediums (i.e. Facebook) as a form of dissemination) due to its unconventional
nature. However, the use and dissemination of the survey described above is almost
exactly what I did in a previous research project (Conner 2011). The survey used in this
former research project and the method of its dissemination were very successful as I was
able to obtain over 130 respondents in only a short amount of time (one month). In
Conner (2014) several of the reviewers responded positively about its implementation,
including Derek Alderman who requested that I include a more comprehensive
description of it within the methods section of that article, which was eventually accepted
into Social & Cultural Geography. In this previous research (Conner 2011) and the
manuscript (Conner 2014), I utilized the simple statistical data from the survey as a way
to introduce the other qualitative data that I acquired via the interviews and participant
observations. I utilize a similar approach for this research.
McGuirk and O’Neill (2010: 192) acknowledge that there are certainly limitations
in using questionnaires/surveys. However, they also point out their flexibility in that
surveys “can be combined effectively with […] more intensive forms of qualitative
research, such as interviews […] to provide more in-depth perspectives on social process
and context” (ibid: 192). Within this research project, the survey results are simply
complementary (and introductory) and do not serve as the main emphasis of the research.
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2.3 SUBJECTIVITY & REFLEXIVITY
In any qualitative study, it is important for the research to acknowledge his/her
subjectivities and be reflexive about the research process. In my experience, far too many
academics fail to mention their personal inclinations when writing about issues
concerning contested notions of identity. I do not believe that this is done maliciously or
even purposefully in most cases. Nevertheless, the absence of this self-awareness is
noticeable and it encumbers the ultimate narrative of their research. While we can attempt
to be objective in our analysis, in truth we all have our own viewpoints on issues,
especially contentious issues, and these subjectivities certainly factor into our research; if
even only at a subconscious level. As Ferber (2006: 178) confirms, “The “god-trick” of
disembodied, unsituated objectivity is entirely inappropriate in any discipline, especially
one studying a volatile phenomenon such as religion” and/or ethno-racial and national
identities.
To begin with, then, I am an Irish-American that strongly identifies with my
immigrant ancestry. In all honesty, I am enamored with everything and anything related
to Irish history, society, and/or culture and I find myself drawn to Ireland in ways I
cannot adequately describe in words. This does not mean, however, that I am somehow
uncritical in my analysis because of my topophilia for Ireland. If anything, I believe the
opposite is true. I am probably slightly more critical of Irish society than I should be
because of the romantic notions of Ireland and Irishness that I have. Additionally, it must
be noted here that I have Irish relatives that live in the community where my research was
conducted. While these individuals do not specifically feature in my research, because I
believe that it would be unethical to include them in my study, they were paramount in
terms of supplying me with background knowledge, personal insights, and introducing
me to members of the larger community; not to mention providing me with places to stay
during my field work. Finally, and in fairness, being Irish-American is not the same as
being Irish; as many of the Irish-born citizens that I spoke with during my research were
keen to remind me. I was, after all, not born in Ireland, I do not live in Dublin on a day-
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to-day basis and therefore, my approach to this research is strictly from an ‘outsiders’
perspective.
From a religious standpoint, I was baptized as a Catholic but I am not currently a
member of any one religious tradition. Rather, I consider myself a student of all religions
in that I can, or more accurately, I try to appreciate the similarities/differences inherent in
all belief systems from a social and cultural point of view and in their influence at uniting
people together. While this understanding could be considered naïve to some, it is an
important component to the larger argument that I make in this dissertation. Identities are
most often contested when an individual/group is not open to recognizing and accepting
the beliefs, actions, and/or identities of others as being valid compared to their own. It is
here where the dichotomy of ‘us’ and ‘them’ is established and how it becomes
entrenched within the fabric of society.
With that said, throughout my studies on the geographies of religion, I have
increasingly become critical of organized religion (both in concept and in practice) and I
believe that many of these organizations are extremely hypocritical in their dogmatic
rigidity and their approaches to different and/or competing religious and belief systems.
While I do not begrudge anyone of their religious/spiritual beliefs, my emphasis here is
that I am quick to point out the inequalities and inconsistencies involved in organized
religious structures. Put differently, I view my approach to studying organized religions
similarly to how a Marxist geographer is critical of Capitalism. Whereas a Marxist
scholar points to the economic inequalities and the abuses of labor that are inherent in a
capitalist system, I would say that organized religion facilitates a similar social
dichotomy between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’. Although in the case of many
religious traditions, you’re dealing with the eternal soul and it typically involves either
salvation or damnation depending on your religious affiliation. Additionally, organized
religion has been at the forefront of many social ills throughout history: what is or isn’t
considered to be ‘moral’ behavior; how women should behave/dress in public; and who
someone can marry or be in a sexual relationship with. These are just three of the more
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obvious examples from day-to-day life and do not even begin to get into the unmitigated
violence and bloodshed that has resulted from organized religion throughout human
history.

2.4 THEMATIC ANALYSIS
This research project utilized thematic analysis as its analytic method. It relied
exclusively on the guidelines provided in Braun and Clarke (2006) as this is the most
frequently referenced work on the subject (cited over 12,897 times according to Google
Scholar). “Thematic analysis” in its simplest form “is a method for identifying, analyzing
and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (ibid: 79). “Thematic analysis is widely
used, but […] it is often not explicitly claimed as the method of analysis, when, in
actuality” as Braun and Clarke (2006: 79-80) contend, “a lot of analysis is essentially
thematic – but is either claimed as something else (such as discourse analysis or content
analysis) or not identified as any particular method at all.” Before highlighting their stepby-step guide and discussing the three pre-analysis decisions that determined the specific
direction that my analysis took, I will first provide two diagram(s) (figure 2.1 and figure
2.2 below) that present a visual understanding of this approach based on Braun and
Clarke’s definitions.
According to Braun and Clarke (2006: 79), figure 2.1 could also be designed so
that the data sets are: 1) interview data, 2) participant observation data, and 3) survey
data. However, I chose the approach that I did because of the answers that I provide to
several of their crucial research ‘decisions’ (see below) which need to be explicitly
answered and explained before the actual analysis can begin.
The first of these ‘decisions’ is whether or not my research approach is going to
be inductive (i.e. bottom up) or theoretical/deductive (i.e. top down). “An inductive
approach means the themes identified are strongly linked to the data themselves [and]
would also not be driven by the researcher’s theoretical interest in the area or topic”
(ibid.: 83). While I am more inclined to agree with this approach in most cases, for the
purpose of this particular research project, an inductive approach does not easily compute
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Figure 2.1: Data Corpus (general understanding) (created by N. Conner)

Figure 2.2: Data Corpus (specifically related to this research) (created by N. Conner)
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within the overarching framework of this dissertation. Therefore, I used a theoretical
thematic analysis which is typically “driven by the researchers’ theoretical or analytic
interest in the area” (ibid: 84; emphasis added). This, then, is one of the reasons why I
chose to utilize the themes within my research objectives as the data sets rather than the
research methods (see figure 2.2).
The second of these ‘decisions’ “revolves around the ‘level’ at which [the] themes
are to be identified: at a semantic or explicit level, or at a latent or interpretive level”
(ibid: 84). “With a semantic approach, the themes are identified within the explicit or
surface meanings of the data, and the analyst is not looking for anything beyond what a
participant has said or what has been written” (ibid: 84; emphasis in the original). “In
contrast, a thematic analysis at the latent level goes beyond the semantic content of the
data, and starts to identify or examine the underlying ideas, assumptions, and
conceptualizations – and ideologies – that are theorized as shaping or informing the
semantic content of the data” (ibid: 84; emphasis in the original). Here, I utilized the
latent or interpretive level of analysis; as the research goals discussed within this
dissertation clearly attempt to understand the larger picture involved in the contested
notions of identity concerning religion and the social integration process of immigrants in
Dublin, Ireland.
Finally, a third ‘decision’ concerns “[t]he research epistemology [which
ultimately] guides what you can say about your data, and informs how you theorize
meaning” (ibid.: 85). Braun and Clarke present two options: a realist/essentialist
paradigm and a constructionist paradigm. “[W]ith an essentialist/realist approach, you
can theorize motivations, experience, and meaning in a straightforward way, because a
simple, largely unidirectional relationship is assumed between meaning and experience
and language.” In contrast, from a constructionist perspective, meaning and experience
are socially produced and reproduced, rather than inhering within individuals” (ibid.: 85).
This, then, was the easiest of the three ‘decisions’ for me to make because in my
understanding of the world, EVERYTHING is socially produced. Therefore, my research
was analyzed through a constructionist paradigm.
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Once these three decisions have been made and explicitly acknowledged, the
analysis can begin. Braun and Clarke provide a table to easily understand and visualize
their six-phases of thematic analysis (Table 2.2 below). I followed this six-phase process
in my analysis. Additionally, they present a 15-point checklist (Table 2.3 below) to
ensure that the research/ analysis/writing process has been conducted in a rigorous
manner. I followed this as well. It is important to remember, however, that even though
these phases/steps are listed in a linear manner, “[a]nalysis involves a constant moving
back and forward between the entire data set, the coded extracts of data that you are
analyzing, and the analysis of the data that you are producing” (ibid.: 86).
Using thematic analysis as an analytic method greatly facilitated the “three paper”
format of this dissertation. It provided a concise and exacting means to divide the three
research objectives into three separate categories. Given that my three research objectives
are somewhat overlapping – especially concerning religion – utilizing this approach made
it much easier for me to disseminate the data. Additionally, the ‘decisions’ listed above
that were necessary for me to answer before the analysis could begin gave my research a
more precise direction to follow rather than simply throwing everything together
haphazardly. Throughout the analyzing process I kept returning to these ‘decisions’ overand-over again to ensure that I was continuing to follow the correct path. Did my analysis
continue to be shaped by the theoretical interests? Did it remain focused on the larger
picture (i.e. latent level of analysis)? Was the data analyzed through a constructionist
paradigm? I’ll admit that the second of these ‘decisions’ was the most difficult for me
throughout this process. Many times I found myself caught up in the uniqueness of the
case study that I’d lose sight of the ‘bigger picture’. This has been corrected through
multiple drafts of each of the substantive chapters that follow. Finally, the tables above
were also helpful in this regard. They provided me with a succinct checklist to ensure that
I was fulfilling all of the necessary steps.
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Table 2.2: Phases of thematic analysis (Braun and Clark 2006: 87)
Phase
1. Familiarizing
yourself with
your data:
2. Generating
initial codes:

Description of the process
Transcribing data (if necessary), reading and re-reading the data,
noting down initial ideas.

3. Searching for
themes:

Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data relevant to
each potential theme.

4. Reviewing
themes:

Checking if the themes work in relation to the coded extracts
(Level 1) and the entire data set (Level 2), generating a thematic
‘map’ of the analysis.

5. Defining and
naming
themes:

Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of each theme, and the
overall story the analysis tells, generating clear definitions and
names for each theme.

6. Producing the
report:

The final opportunity for analysis. Selection of vivid, compelling
extract examples, final analysis of selected extracts, relating back
[to] the analysis [of] the research question and literature, producing
a scholarly report of the analysis.

Coding interesting features of the data in a systematic fashion
across the entire data set, collating data relevant to each code.
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Table 2.3: 15-point checklist for good thematic analysis (Braun and Clark 2006: 96)
Process
Transcribing

No.
Criteria
1 The data have been transcribed to an appropriate level of detail, and the
transcripts have been checked against the tapes for ‘accuracy’.
2

Each data item has been given equal attention in the coding process.

3

Themes have not been generated from a few vivid examples (an anecdotal
approach), but instead the coding process has been thorough, inclusive
and comprehensive.

4

All relevant extracts for all each theme have been collated.

5

Themes have been checked against each other and back to the original
data set.

6

Themes are internally coherent, consistent, and distinctive.

7

Data have been analyzed – interpreted, made sense of – rather than just
paraphrased or described.

8

Analysis and data match each other – the extracts illustrate the analytic
claims.

9

Analysis tells a convincing and well-organized story about the data and
topic.

10

A good balance between analytic narrative and illustrative extracts is
provided.

11

Enough time has been allocated to complete all phases of the analysis
adequately, without rushing a phase or giving it a once-over-lightly.

12

The assumptions about, and specific approach to, thematic analysis are
clearly explicated.

13

There is a good fit between what you claim you do, and what you show
you have done – ie, described method and reported analysis are
consistent.

14

The language and concepts used in the report are consistent with the
epistemological position of the analysis.

15

The research is positioned as active in the research process; themes do not
just ‘emerge’.

Coding

Analysis

Overall

Written
Report
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3. SOCIAL INTEGRATION AND THE CONTESTED NOTIONS OF
IRISH IDENTITY
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3.1 ABSTRACT
This chapter argues that the integration of migrants in Ireland is directly
influenced by ethno-cultural and national identity classifications. It employs a social
constructionist conceptual framework that provides a context and a lexicon to discuss the
intersections between primordial traits tied to the nation and a more fluid interpretation
and understanding that suggests identity characteristics are not fixed in time and/or to a
specific place. Given the dynamic and dual-natured process of social integration, this
chapter utilizes a bridge/barrier metaphor to determine how and why specific identity
traits (i.e. race/ethnicity, religion, and language) are interpreted as facilitating and/or
hindering the social integration of migrants within Dublin, Ireland, from both an Irishand foreign-born perspective. This approach provides a way to explore the geographies of
inclusion and exclusion and to analyze how this dichotomous relationship plays a vital
role in the ways that a society attempts to define the socially constructed categories of
‘us’ and ‘them’. Ultimately, this chapter examines the contestations, conceptualizations,
and (re)constructions of Irish identity and analyzes how the recent influx of immigrants
in Ireland has fundamentally altered what it means to be ‘Irish’.

2

2

Possible Journal Submissions: (1) Ethnic and Racial Studies, (2) National Identities, (3)
Social Identities, (4) Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies
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3.2 INTRODUCTION
The European Union’s official motto is “United in Diversity”, however, over the
past two decades, increased human migration to and within Europe has created an
alarming amplification of xenophobic rhetoric (e.g. Erlanger and Bennhold 2015; Taras
2009; Fireside 2002). Across the continent, native-born citizens’ fear of foreigners has
dominated the public discourse as countries react to a rapidly changing ethno-cultural
landscape (e.g. Thornton 2014; Doyle 2011; King and Mai 2009). António Guterres
(2014), the former Prime Minister of Portugal and current United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees, expressed his views on the escalation of xenophobia in
Europe by emphasizing that,
Societies across the globe are becoming multi-cultural, multi-ethnic and multireligious. Whether we like it or not, we cannot stop this trend; it is inevitable. We
do have a choice, however, in how we approach this. Do we embrace diversity as
a source of strength, or do we play the populist game and make it a source of fear?
The ‘choice’ that Commissioner Guterres references is related to how a receiving country
handles the integration of migrants into society and how they eventually respond to the
resulting contested notions of identity that this process inevitably entails. Considering the
strong likelihood that immigration will continue in Europe, it is imperative that we
acquire a more thorough understanding of how individual and collective identities are
being (re)constructed and (re)conceptualized through processes of integration within the
European context.
Given the complexities involved in the integration of migrants, the Council of the
European Union (2004: 19-24) has developed The Common Basic Principles for
Immigrant Integration Policy in the European Union. These eleven principles were
designed “to assist Member States in formulating integration policies by offering a nonbinding guide of basic principles against which they can judge and assess their own
efforts” (Niessen and Kate 2007: 3). Consequently, these principles are simply
“guidelines, not obligations, and they need to be adapted and implemented [by] taking
into account national and local structures and traditions” (Pratt 2007: 3). While all of the
Common Basic Principles are important to consider, for the purpose of this paper on
social integration, the first principle is the most significant because it emphasizes that
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“Integration is a dynamic, long-term, and continuous two-way process of mutual
accommodation, not a static outcome. It demands the participation not only of
immigrants and their descendants but of every resident” including those from the
receiving society (CEU 2004: 19). The Integration Centre, a non-governmental
organization in Ireland, also stresses the importance of the dual nature of this process and
claims that integration is only “achieved when immigrants enjoy economic, political,
social and cultural equality and inclusion” (McGinnity et al. 2013: 12). Consequently, the
dual nature of integration and the diverse range of dimensions within society where it
occurs, has led researchers to narrow their examinations into what Gilmartin and Migge
(2013) refer to as ‘pathways to integration’.
Amongst these engagements the economic pathways are undoubtedly “the most
researched area of integration” (Agner and Strange 2008: 170). As I argue in this paper,
however, other societal forces are equally if not more significant to the larger debate on
integration; namely, the conceptualizations and contestations of ethno-cultural and
national identity classifications including race/ethnicity, religion, and language. While
these categories could also be considered components of cultural integration, my research
focuses on their social implications because as Gilmartin and Migge (2013: 5-6) suggest,
cultural explanations for migration “are often short-term in scope” and they tend to shift
“to the background of migrant narratives, and [become] facilitators of integration rather
than indicative of integration in their own right.” In other words, while a shared religious
belief may have been the cultural motivation for a migrant to move to a new country,
what becomes more important in terms of their integration into a society are the social
interactions that they encounter on an everyday basis through their participation (or not)
in particular cultural activities and other social engagements.
This paper specifically analyzes these social issues with regards to the Republic of
Ireland where over the past twenty years international migration has caused a dramatic
demographic shift. While Ireland has had a long history of emigration, it was only
recently (mid-1990s) that immigrants began to move into the country in large numbers
(e.g. Gilmartin 2013; Gilmartin and Migge 2013; Fanning 2002). According to the most
recent census data, Ireland has a foreign-born population just under 17% (Central
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Statistics Office 20113) which means that it now has a higher foreign-born population
percentage than the majority of the nation-states in Europe; including those that you
would typically consider to be immigrant-receiving countries such as Germany, Spain,
Italy, France, and the United Kingdom.4 Furthermore, because this demographic
transition has occurred over such a short period of time in Ireland, we are actively
witnessing how a society that has never before had to ‘deal’ with immigrants is
attempting to handle this process, and more importantly, what this demographic change
means in terms of the (re)construction of Irish identity. In other words, how has the influx
of immigrants altered what it means to be ‘Irish’?
During this transition in Ireland, ethno-racial discrimination towards immigrants
has steadily increased (e.g. Fanning 2002; 2011; Ugba 2009; Lentin and Moreo 2012)
and according to the Immigration Council of Ireland, reports of racism within the country
increased by more than 51% in 2014 alone.5 As a result of these conditions, there is a
growing body of research on the deteriorating social relations and the increased acts of
discrimination/racism in Ireland between the Irish-born and foreign-born residents (e.g.,
Ulin et. al 2013; Lentin and Moreo 2012; Fanning 2011; Lentin and McVeigh 2002).
However, as Gilmartin and White (2008: 144) point out, this research on migration and
related social issues in Ireland is not being conducted by geographers; despite the fact
that during this same time period, “the discipline of geography has asserted its centrality
to the study of international migration”. Furthermore, according to Fanning (2009: 174),
“debates about national identity have yet to be asserted in relation to integration [in
Ireland, and] it seems that many Irish are unsure about how to define their national
identity” within this new multi-cultural, multi-ethnic, and multi-religious environment
that they currently find themselves.
This paper addresses this lacuna by exploring social integration in Ireland and the
(re)construction of Irish identity. The ultimate aim is to extend current understandings of
3

Central Statistics Office, 2011 Census, www.cso.ie
U.N. 2013 report of foreign-born population percentages: Spain (13.8%), the United
Kingdom (12.4%), Germany (11.9%), France (11.6%), and Italy (9.4%)
5
http://www.immigrantcouncil.ie/media/press-releases/916-51-rise-in-reports-of-racismduring-2014
4
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social integration by examining what it means to be ‘Irish’ from both an Irish-born and a
foreign-born perspective. By assessing the perceptions of both groups, it provides a way
to determine how certain aspects of ethno-cultural and national identity influence the
dual-natured social integration process. Here, many researchers (e.g. Gilmartin and
Migge 2013; Agner and Strange 2008; Foner and Alba 2008) have utilized the terms
‘bridge’ and/or ‘barrier’ to discuss those characteristics that either facilitate or hinder
social integration. Within this construct, it is therefore essential to consider the
geographies of inclusion/exclusion (Sibley 1995; O’Boyle and Fanning 2009) as this
dichotomous relationship plays a fundamental role in the ways that a society attempts to
“define the terms of belonging [and] fix the boundaries of identity” to the socially
constructed categories of ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Alderman and Modlin 2013: 9-10).
Accordingly, the sense of belonging that an individual acquires through various everyday
interactions and negotiations with others is an important component of the social
integration process because it provides “an emotional attachment to place, rooted in
symbolic spaces of familiarity, comfort, and security” (van Riemsdijk 2014: 966).
In the sections that follow, a conceptual framework is first provided in order to
examine how and why a social constructionist approach is advantageous for this type
research. This methodology provides us with the tools to effectively explore and discuss
the connection(s) between social integration and various contested notions of identity.
Next, the demographics of South Dublin County will be assessed in order to give context
to the individuals who directly participated in this study. South Dublin represents a
unique case study for this research due to the multicultural makeup of the community
which both fosters the development of social bridges between the Irish-born and foreignborn populations and at the same time also leads to the reinforcement of many social
barriers. Finally, the paper will concentrate on three interrelated characteristics that are
actively used in the continued (re)negotiations and (re)constructions of Irish identity;
race/ethnicity, religion, and language. Each of these components will be discussed
separately and will contain three sub-sections: (1) a brief theoretic background, (2) an
explanation about their specific importance in the construction of Irishness, and (3) how
they function as bridges and/or barriers in the social integration process in South Dublin.
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3.3 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK:
APPROACH TO INTEGRATION

A

SOCIAL

CONSTRUCTIONIST

Broadly defined, integration refers to the acceptance of an individual and/or a
group of people within a society (McGinnity et al. 2013: 12; Fanning 2011) and typically,
it is associated with how immigrants adapt to life within a new nation-state. Historically,
academic research on integration has fallen into two categories: assimilation and
pluralism (Sardinha 2009: 37). This paper disregards the assimilation approach because
by definition it requires the complete acculturation of the minority group to the values,
lifestyles, attitudes, etc. of the dominant group. Certainly some acculturation is necessary
for integration to occur, however, given that no two human beings share the same exact
values, lifestyles, attitudes, etc., the notion that complete acculturation is necessary for
successful integration is simply incorrect because it assumes that there is only one ‘ideal’
type of person within a society. A commonly used metaphor for the assimilation
approach is of a melting pot where everyone within a society ‘stews’ together to create
one general ethno-cultural identity. Alternatively, a pluralistic approach to integration can
be envisioned as a salad bowl. Here, the various identities within a society also join
together in one dish if you will; however, there are noticeable differences in the ‘taste’
with each item contributing a different flavor to the meal. In other words, pluralistic
approaches to integration promote notions of multiculturalism within a given society.
These pluralistic approaches, however, vary across the academic community and also
fluctuate in terms of the wide array of topics related to integration that are or can be
studied.
Given the arguments outlined above concerning the importance of ethno-cultural
and national identities in the social integration process in Ireland, this paper utilizes a
social constructionist approach. As Gergen (1985: 266) explains, “[s]ocial constructionist
inquiry is principally concerned with explicating the processes by which people come to
describe, explain, or otherwise account for the world (including themselves) in which
they live.” Put differently, it is how a person’s or group’s individual and/or collective
identities are (re)constructed through various societal forces over time. Here, Cornell and
Hartmann (2007) have provided a framework to follow through their examination of
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ethno-racial identities. This framework is utilized in the discussion that follows in order
to assist our understanding of how social integration occurs within a constructionist
approach.
Central to this discussion are several strategic words that describe how ethnic and
racial characteristics are viewed and/or valued by both individuals and the society at
large. The first two words are: fixed and fluid. A fixed identity essentially means ‘we are
who we are’ and nothing we do will ever change that fact and typically, the foundation of
these fixed identities are ancestral kinship ties. Discussing the origin of nationalistic
movements in mid-twentieth century post-colonial states, Geertz (1973: 261-63)
highlights the six most prominent of these primordial sentiments: (1) assumed blood ties;
(2) race; (3) language; (4) region; (5) religion; (6) custom – and while he examines these
independently, he acknowledges that they are usually involved concurrently and that the
importance of one over the other is dependent upon the historical situation of the place in
question. Ultimately then, as Cornell and Hartmann (2007: 51) suggest, these primordial
“elements carry a distinctive power by virtue of their primacy: They happen to us first,
and they happen before we have the opportunity or capacity to make meaningful choices.
The identity created by these elements is therefore incomparably resilient and enduring.”
Consequently, these perceived primordial ties can provide individuals a great sense of
cultural pride, creating a lasting bond amongst members. However, these same forces can
also be used to generate great tragedy (e.g. Trans-Atlantic slave trade, the Holocaust,
genocide in Rwanda and Darfur, ethnic cleansing in Bosnia, etc.). Additionally, these
characteristics often develop into cultural stereotypes (see van Riemsdijk 2010: 119) both
positive and negative, and can be seen as being innate and enduring
If these characteristics are truly fixed, however, what about the person who has
ancestors from multiple ethnic backgrounds: the neighbor who claims to be half Polish, a
quarter Swedish, one-eight French, one-eight Iroquois and is a practicing Buddhist? What
about African ethnicities that were exacerbated by the Europeans: the Hutu and Tutsis in
Rwanda for example? What about those relatively newer collective identities: Mormons,
Latinos, Scientologists? Obviously there are many other examples that could have been
included here to indicate that identities are not fixed but are actually dynamic and fluid.
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As Cornell and Hartmann (2007: 81) explain, “[p]art of the meaning of “construction” is
that ethnic and racial identities are not rooted in nature, but are situational precipitates,
products of particular events, relationships, and processes that are themselves subject to
change.” Similarly, Graham (1997: 7) points out that “[n]ational identity is created in
particular social, historical and political contexts and, as such, cannot be interpreted as a
fixed entity; rather, it is a situated, socially constructed narrative capable both of being
read in conflicting ways at any one time and of being transformed through time.” Despite
this, however, many people continually revert ‘back’ to primordial ties when discussing
ethno-cultural and/or national identities because of the power that they hold within the
minds of individuals, collective groups, and societies at large. It is within these ethnocultural links, these “sacred foundations” as Anthony D. Smith (2008: 40) refers to them,
where the nation is defined and maintained. As such, a social constructionist approach
places value in these ancestral identity characteristics while at the same time recognizing
that they are able to be altered over time and across space.
In this dynamic process of identity construction, sometimes individuals are able to
choose these characteristics for themselves, determining the significance and value they
personally place on each choice or attribute. Other times, however, these characteristics
are chosen for us by others. Figure 3.1 illustrates the comprehensiveness of identity
construction in graphic form by using four adjectives to further describe this process. The
graph is divided by two crossed axes creating four distinct quadrants. On one line, at
opposing ends, are the terms ‘thick and thin’. A ‘thick’ identity “is one that organizes a
great deal of social life of both individual and collective action” while a ‘thin’ identity “is
one that organizes relatively little of social life and action” (Cornell and Hartmann 2007:
76). On the other axes in Figure 3.1 are the terms ‘assigned and asserted’. An ‘assigned’
identity is one which is ascribed by others who are not members of the group in question.
This is where many cultural stereotypes are both created and maintained. For example,
later in the paper you will read how many Irish-born Catholic respondents have
‘assigned’ non-Catholic Christian congregants, many of whom are foreign-born, with
negative characteristics such as ‘crazy’, bizarre’, and/or ‘creepy’ because of their
religious beliefs. Alternatively, there are also those characteristics that people themselves
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Figure 3.1: Quadrants of Identity Construction – after Cornell and Hartmann (2007: 86)

55

create, accept, redefine, and actively defend. These aspects that are claimed by a
collective group are called ‘asserted’ identities. In some cases, many of the negative
attributes ‘assigned’ to one of these groups are later embraced and turned into a powerful
bonding agent. A prime example to illustrate this transition is the historic construction
and reproduction of Irish identity (and this will be discussed in more detail throughout the
paper). Before Ireland became an independent nation-state, many of their identity traits
were ‘assigned’ to them by the British. However, over time the Irish began to embrace
and ‘assert’ these characteristics and eventually they used them to define who they were
as a people and a nation.
Combining the two axes on the illustration together, ‘thick and thin’ and ‘assigned
and asserted’, it is possible to have a wide range of identity variations as a certain
characteristic may fall in any one of the four quadrants: ‘assigned and thick’, ‘assigned
and thin’, ‘asserted and thick’, and ‘asserted and thin’. In numerous historical examples
from around the world, immigrants typically begin their experience in a new country with
an identity that can be characterized as “assigned and thick”. Here, the ‘native-born’
population assigns immigrants a certain identity which subsequently shapes much of their
everyday lives. However, over time – and through the social integration process – the
identity of immigrants and their decedents gradually thins out. Consequently, the
constructionist approach views ethno-cultural and national identities as being “highly
variable and contingent products of an ongoing interaction between, on one hand, the
circumstances groups encounter – including the conceptions and actions of outsiders –
and, on the other, the actions and conceptions of group members – of insiders” (ibid: 87).
In other words, the constructionist approach allows the researcher to view identity traits
as being socially constructed from both the inside and the outside, and it is within this
contested relationship where social integration occurs.
The strategic words discussed above are utilized throughout the remainder of this
paper to describe several aspects of Irish society related to both social integration and the
(re)construction of Irish identity. Each of these aspects are explored from the perspectives
of both the Irish-born as well as the foreign-born in order to better understand how these
societal features represent bridges and/or barriers concerning the social integration
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process. I acknowledge that there are many potentially different viewpoints to these
issues and that consolidating the results into two categories could be seen as problematic;
especially given the multicultural composition of the population. Clearly an individual
born in Poland will not have the same experiences in Ireland as someone born in Brazil,
Nigeria, or the Philippines. However, the same could also be said for two Irish-born
citizens that live down the street from each other who may have decidedly different views
about what it means to be Irish and/or their thoughts about immigrants. As such, the
statistics that are presented below are not intended to be definitive. Rather, they are
simply meant to facilitate a larger discussion with regards to the similarities and/or
variations that exist between the members of the South Dublin community concerning
their ethno-cultural and national identity attachments, and how these characteristics relate
to the social integration process.

3.4 CASE STUDY & RESEARCH METHODS
The research for this paper was conducted over a period of three years (20122014) in South Dublin County (see Figure 3.2), which is the fourth largest county by
population in the Republic of Ireland with a total population of 265,205 people (Central
Statistics Office6). South Dublin was selected as a research site in part because it
represents a microcosm of Ireland from a demographic standpoint: 83% of the residents
in South Dublin are Irish-born and 17% are foreign-born7; mirroring the national
percentages. Additionally, South Dublin was also selected because there is a greater
diversity in its foreign-born population than there is in the whole of Ireland. According to
Beheny et al. (2013: 16) “[o]f the foreign-born population of South Dublin County,
21.5% were born in the UK, 37.9% were born in the rest of the EU [with a majority from
the post-2004 Eastern European member states (e.g. Poland, Lithuania, Romania)], and
40.6% were born outside the EU. Of those born outside the EU, 14.8% were born in

6

CDDO4: Population by Sex, Province County or City, Census Year and Statistic
http://census.cso.ie/sapmap2011/Results.aspx?Geog_Type=CTY&Geog_Code=03&CT
Y=03
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Figure 3.2: South Dublin County (map made by N. Conner)
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African countries and 17.6% were born in Asian countries.” As a comparison, in the
whole of Ireland, only 7.1% were African-born and 10.3% were Asian-born (ibid).
This paper utilizes a mixed methods research approach and will provide general
statistics from a twenty question survey conducted in June 2014. The survey was
distributed/collected at a number of different locations throughout the South Dublin
community including: two libraries, five shopping centers, fourteen recreational
centers/public parks, numerous restaurants/pubs, a multicultural non-denominational
church, a Catholic church, and at various social gatherings I was invited to by research
participants as well as extended family members and their friends who live in several
neighborhoods throughout South Dublin. Table 3.1 provides a basic description of the
176 participants in the survey including a listing of the twenty-eight different nationstates where the foreign-born survey participants are originally from. In addition to the
survey statistics, qualitative data obtained from the survey and the results from
participant observations and interviews are also included in the analysis in order to
provide a comprehensive examination of the social integration process in South Dublin.
Within the survey, the respondents were asked to classify certain societal features
as being either a bridge to social integration (i.e. the things that link immigrants and
members of the host community together), a barrier to social integration (i.e. the things
that hinder the relationship between immigrants and the host community), or both. Given
the social constructionist approach adopted by this paper, the features that were selected
are principally based on the primordial sentiments referenced earlier in the paper by
Geertz (1973) and were specifically chosen because of their significance to both
individual and group identity construction and the social integration process in Ireland. It
is important to remember that even though these identity components have foundations
from perceived ancestral ties; a social constructionist approach recognizes that they are
fluid features rather than characteristics that are fixed in time and/or space. Additionally,
these identity traits can also be ‘assigned or asserted’ or ‘thick or thin’ depending on the
situation at hand and the individuals and/or groups involved. I reference this again here
because these types of descriptions are included in my analysis below.
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Table 3.1 General Survey Results (176 participants)
IRISH-BORN
95 total (54%)
Male
58 total (61%)

AGE

FOREIGN-BORN
81 total (46%)

Female
37 total (39%)

Male
44 total (54%)

18-20
21-29
30-39
40-49
50-59
60+

Female
37 total (46%)

5 total (2.8%)
41 total (23.3%)
53 total (30.7%)
31 total (17.6%)
34 total (19.3%)
11 total (6.3%)

Foreign-born locations
AFRICA: Cameroon, Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Nigeria, South Africa, Zimbabwe
AMERICAS: Brazil, Canada, Colombia, United States of America
ASIA: China, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan, Philippines, South Korea, Vietnam
EUROPE: Germany, Italy, Lithuania, Norway, Poland, Romania, Spain, Switzerland,
Ukraine, United Kingdom
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3.5 BRIDGE AND/OR BARRIER
In the following sections, I will focus on three interrelated components
highlighted by Geertz (1973) which are significantly associated to the conceptualizations
and contestations of Irish identity: (1) race/ethnicity, (2) religion, and (3) language. While
these features will be discussed independently, it is important to keep in mind that they
are not mutually exclusive and are often involved concurrently in both the construction
and maintenance of Irish identity and through the process of social integration. Each
identity component examined below will follow a similar format. The analysis begins
with a brief theoretic background that provides insights from theories associated with the
origin of the nation-state and/or nationalism that are specific to that particular identity
characteristic. Next, the discussion links the previous theoretical discussion directly to the
Republic of Ireland, and more specifically, to the reasons why those particular identity
components are important to notions of Irishness. Finally, the section concludes with a
comprehensive exploration into how these three features function as bridges and/or
barriers in the social integration process in South Dublin and how they have ultimately
been altered due to the everyday interactions between Irish-born and foreign-born
individuals.

3.5.1 Race/Ethnicity
David Theo Goldberg’s (2002:4) ‘racial state’ theory posits “that race is integral
to the emergence, development, and transformations (conceptually, philosophically,
materially) of the modern nation-state.” Goldberg suggests that the nation-state was
created through the ways in which Europeans viewed peoples living outside of Europe
and it occurred during the same time period that European powers were in the process of
carving up territories around the world through colonization. Here Europeans interacted
with the indigenous populations who had very different cultural and political systems
from those typically found in Europe and, importantly, these individuals were not
‘white’. At first, there was a fascination with these ‘exotic natives’. Many were paraded
through the courts of Europe for the pleasure and amusement of the ruling powers (e.g.
Kings, Queens, Aristocrats, etc.). This then began the process of identifying and
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associating these ‘others’ as being no more important than the exotic plants and animals
which were also brought back to Europe from around the globe and displayed in a similar
circus-like fashion. However, this fascination soon grew into concern through the
realization of how ‘they’ (i.e. Europeans) were going to interact with ‘them’ (i.e.
indigenous populations); politically, economically and socially. Were non-Europeans to
be given a status equal to that of the white Christian population living in Europe? If so,
then European societies would lose their homogeneous compositions and become
heterogeneous, or hybridized. Goldberg explains that this “concept of hybridity came to
represent dominant concerns that white or European-based purity, power, and privilege
would be polluted, and in being polluted, diluted. […] Hybridity thus assumed the
conceptual expression of anxiety, of white people’s paranoia, signaling the ultimate
powerlessness of the powerful” (ibid: 26). In other words, Europeans did not want to give
up their perceived privileged positions of power. Consequently, Goldberg’s argument
suggests that the nation-state was socially constructed by Europeans for exclusionary
purposes in order to maintain cultural homogeneity by establishing an ‘us’ which by
definition is different from a ‘them’. Therefore, the nation-state “has been about keeping
racially characterized others more or less “out,” and about regulating otherness in spaces
increasingly determined, defined, and rationally regulated by the state” (ibid: 49).
Within the construct of the Republic of Ireland, the nation-state was indeed
created by this system of racial ‘othering’; however, in a much different way than most
other European nation-states. Rather than being the ‘us’ in the creation of the nationstate, the Irish people were initially ‘assigned’ as a ‘them’ and this ‘thick’ identity
classification significantly influenced their everyday lives. For centuries before the
nation-state system developed as well as centuries afterwards, the Irish were racially
classified as being ‘non-white’ by the British who were essentially their colonial
‘masters’ (e.g. Garner 2004; Fanning 2002). This notion of ethno-racial inferiority later
served as a catalyst for Irish nationalist movements and the Irish identity soon became
much more ‘asserted’ while also remaining ‘thick’ as the perceptions of Irishness were
embraced and promoted (e.g. Connolly 1997). Fanning (2002: 30-31) explains that when
the Irish nation-building began in the nineteenth century it was “characterized by the

62

development of exclusionary conceptions of identity and a sociogenesis of homogeneity
linked to nationalism […] fostered [by] a religious-ethnic conceptualization of nation
bound up with kinship ties and peasant tribalisms”. Following their independence from
the United Kingdom, the solidification of Irish identity through this racialized context
resulted in Ireland becoming a perceived homogenous monoculture. Subsequently, the
new Irish (racial) state began instituting their own exclusionary practices towards various
minority groups (i.e. Jews, Protestants, Irish Travellers) thereby assigning these groups as
the ‘other’ within the ‘us vs. them’ dichotomy and this policy of racial/ethnic exclusion
has simply continued into the present (e.g. McVeigh and Lentin 2002; Fanning 2002).
For example, in 2004 the Irish electorate voted four-to-one (79%) in favor of
amending Article 9 of the Constitution of Ireland.8 This referendum eliminated birth-right
citizenship for any child born in the country that did not have “at least one parent who is
an Irish citizen or entitled to be an Irish citizen” (Constitution of Ireland). Clearly this
vote was aimed at the children of recent immigrants into Ireland, specifically those from
outside of the European Union. Lentin (2007: 611; emphasis added) uses this referendum
to demonstrate that the Republic of Ireland has evolved from being, like other nationstates, a ‘racial state’ – in which ‘race’ and ‘nation’ are defined in terms of each other
[…] to a racist state, where governmental ‘biopolitics’ and technologies of racializing
indigenous groups and regulating immigration and asylum dictate the discursive and
practical construction of Irishness’s otherness.” Consequently, the decision made by the
Irish electorate regarding this referendum can be viewed as a “a turning point in the
recent history of racism in Ireland” (ibid) and protecting the integrity of Irish citizenship
has become one of the central ways that the Irish have ‘othered’ immigrants – officially
demarcating what it means to be Irish.
Accordingly, it should come as no real surprise that racial and ethnic differences
are more often than not viewed by both groups as being a barrier to the social integration
process in South Dublin, as indicated in the results in Table 3.2. Further statistical

8

Referendum Results 1937-2013, Referendum on citizenship, pg. 72
http://www.environ.ie/en/LocalGovernment/Voting/Referenda/PublicationsDocuments/Fi
leDownLoad,1894,en.pdf
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Table 3.2: Race/Ethnicity
Irish-born only

Foreign-born only

Combined

Bridge

23 (29.5%)

21 (31.3%)

44 (30.3%)

Barrier

45 (57.7%)

43 (64.2%)

88 (60.7%)

Both

10 (12.8%)

3 (4.5%)

13 (9.0%)
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analysis of the data from this particular question revealed no discernible patterns
concerning the respondents age or sex, or, with regards to the foreign-born, from what
region of the world they were born in. However, the qualitative results indicate that racial
discrimination and ignorance is at the heart of this issue. The vast majority of the foreignborn respondents in South Dublin informed me that while they believe the Irish are a very
friendly and accommodating people in general, most have personally experienced some
form of racism since they arrived in Ireland. Verbal abuse in the form of assigned cultural
stereotypes was the most common example of this discrimination. Yet several individuals
spoke in graphic detail about how they had been confronted, harassed, and in one case,
even hit with rocks and bottles while being mocked and told to ‘go back to Africa
nigger.’ Part of the problem here, according to Breheny et al. (2013: 34), is “largely due
to the fact that racism is not legislated for in the criminal justice system” and as a result,
these racist actions have no real consequences. When I discussed these issues with
several Irish-born residents of South Dublin, the typical response would include the
phrase, ‘I’m not racist but …’ and then they would ultimately say something that was
racist. Here are just three examples:
Irish-born male, 32 years old
I’m not racist but I do not take taxis with an immigrant driver. They put smaller
tires on to increase the fare. Two of my mates had to pay 40 Euro when it should
only be 25.
Irish-born female, 44 years old
I’m not racist but why do Africans have to dress the way they do [i.e. ethnically]?
If they want to live here then they should dress like us. Around a month ago I saw
a woman that looked like she was wearing a lion she had just killed.
Irish-born male, 53 years old
I’m not racist but one thing that bothers me is all of the ‘blacks-in-the-jacks’
[African-born restroom attendants]. Before they came here I didn’t have to pay to
urinate after a few pints.
While these comments are racist to be sure, following my conversations with these
specific Irish-born individuals, as well as with others, I would not necessarily conclude
that the majority of South Dublin Irish-born residents are outright racists. Rather, what
their comments indicate is a level of racial ignorance/arrogance that has precipitated into
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many aspects of Irish social life through the effects of decades of institutional racism,
such as the lack of legal ramifications for committing racist acts for example. As a result,
it is easy to see how racial and ethnic differences are viewed by both sides as being a
barrier to social integration.
Interestingly, however, when I posed a slightly different question pertaining to
race and ethnicity elsewhere in the survey, the results tell a different story. The question
asked: Is a person’s race/ethnicity an important category when deciding who is Irish and
who is not? Their responses were overwhelmingly ‘no’: 91% for the Irish-born and 97%
for the foreign-born (see Table 3.3). For both groups, citizenship was viewed as a more
important factor for whether or not an individual should be considered Irish. Therefore,
within the context of this question, being ‘Irish’ is considered more of a modern political
feature associated with the nation-state rather than an ancestral tie or socio-cultural
component associated with birthplace, race, and/or ethnicity. Clearly then, there is a
contestation in what it means to be ‘Irish’ if in one instance, an individual’s race/ethnicity
does not matter, but within the context of everyday interactions these racial and ethnic
differences remain obvious obstructions to the social integration process.
Returning briefly to Lentin’s (2007) notion of Ireland as a ‘racist state’, if Irish
citizenship has truly become the defining feature of what it means to be Irish, then this is
simply further proof of the existence of the state’s hegemony constructed through the
racial and ethnic exclusions of its foreign-born residents. By controlling who can become
a citizen, the state has also effectively determined who can, and more importantly, who
cannot be ‘Irish’. Furthermore, even if an immigrant or refugee jumps through all of the
various legal hoops and actually becomes an Irish citizen, this does not automatically
transfer into that person being socially accepted within Irish society. In this way then, I
argue that racial and ethnic distinctions in Ireland should be envisioned as a type of
catch-22; a paradoxical situation whereby the rules are designed, implemented, and
enforced by the state in order to re-conceptualize ‘the nation’ and maintain a perceived
cultural homogeneity within society.
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Table 3.3: Is a person’s race/ethnicity an important category when deciding who is
Irish and who is not?
Irish-born

Foreign-born

1. Yes, to be considered ‘Irish’ a person must be born
racially/ethnically Irish

8 (8.7%)

2 (2.7%)

2. No, to be considered ‘Irish’ a person must only be a legal
citizen of Ireland
3. No, to be considered ‘Irish’ a person must only be born in
the Republic of Ireland
4. No, being ‘Irish’ is a way of life that anyone can be a part
of regardless of their race, ethnicity, and/or place of birth

38 (41.3%)

37 (49.3%)

26 (28.3%)

19 (25.3%)

20 (21.7%)

17 (22.7%)
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3.5.2 Religion
The connection between religion and ethno-national identity is well documented
throughout academia (e.g. Dingley 2011; Smith 2008; Hastings 1997). As Anthony Marx
(2003: 25) maintains,
“religion is a sixteenth century word for nationalism,” or it at least served as the
potential cement for what would become nationalism. That the social bonds of
religion could or would be used as the basis of national cohesion is not surprising,
for faith was then the most pervasive form of identity among the populace whose
loyalty was sought by state rulers or their opponents.
Similarly, Hastings (1997: 1) argues that “ethnicity, nationalism, and religion [are] so
intimately linked that it is impossible […] to write the history of any of them at all
adequately without at least a fair amount of discussion of the other three.” Connecting
these concepts together, Hastings explains that Christianity’s use of the Old Testament of
the Bible provides a concrete example of nationhood in ancient Israel, and a
nationality/ethnicity in the Israelites, that clearly ties a group of people, along with their
language and religion, to a specific geographic territory. Furthermore, the struggles faced
by the ancient Israelites in the creation of their ‘homeland’ can be seen as one of the first
instances of nationalism. As Anthony D. Smith (2008: 22) notes, many of the “medieval
rulers, empires, kingdoms, and principalities” that developed throughout Europe drew on
this narrative and “made use of the ideas, beliefs, and attachments of the ancient Israelite
community” as an inspiration to unite and construct what they believed was their own
‘national’ community.
Religious belief, specifically Catholicism, has certainly been one of the most
enduring and ‘thick’ components in the construction of Irish identity (e.g. Inglis 2007;
Coakley 2002; Connolly 1997; Kenny 1997). Pope Paul VI even described Ireland as
being “the most Catholic country in the world” (Kelly 2012). From the religious
reverence and socio-cultural attachment that the Irish have towards the missionary works
of St. Patrick in the fifth century, to the political and military support given to the
Catholic King James II of England during the Glorious Revolution and the subsequent
Jacobite rebellions, Roman Catholicism has certainly served as a central catalyst for the
Irish in their attempts at defining and ‘asserting’ their collective identity. In 1926, Ireland
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held its first official census as an independent nation-state and approximately 93% of the
population self-identified as being Catholic.9 This large Catholic base allowed the
Catholic Church to secure “a dominating role in society […] running virtually all of the
elementary and secondary schools and infusing the state with its conservative ethos”
(Strieff 2008). Ireland’s Catholic population would remain above ninety percent for the
next seventy plus years until sometime in the mid-1990s when this percentage dipped
into the eighties for the first time. And, according to the 2011 Census, the Catholic
population in Ireland has now dropped to approximately 84%. Undoubtedly, there are
many potential reasons why the Catholic percentage of the Irish population has fallen so
quickly, such as the ‘thinning’ importance of religious attachments due to modern notions
of secularism and/or the negative backlash concerning the sexual abuse scandal in the
Roman Catholic Church. But these examples notwithstanding, one of the central factors
contributing to its decline has surely been the increase of migrants moving into Ireland.
This notion becomes more salient when you consider that approximately 40% of the
foreign-born residents living in Ireland are non-Catholic, including African and Asian
immigrants whose Catholic percentages are only 27% and 30% respectively (CSO
2011).10
Despite these rapid changes to the religious demography and landscape of Ireland,
according to the survey results displayed in Table 3.4, religion is viewed by the
respondents as being a bridge to social integration. However, there is a caveat to these
results, or rather, there is a spectrum of acceptance that is based on the specific religious
beliefs in question. For Irish-born Catholic respondents, if the migrant is a member of the
Catholic Church, then religion is unequivocally interpreted as a bridge to social
integration. As such, this has been particularly beneficial for the Poles and Lithuanians
living in Ireland who are 90% and 80% Catholic, respectively (CSO 2011)11. In fact,

9

http://www.cso.ie/en/media/csoie/census/census2006results/volume13/volume_13_religi
on.pdf
10
CD759: Population Usually Resident & Present in the State by Sex, Birthplace,
Religion and Census Year
11
CD759: Population Usually Resident & Present in the State by Sex, Birthplace,
Religion and Census Year
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Table 3.4 Religion
Irish-born only

Foreign-born only

Combined

Bridge

55 (67.9%)

59 (86.8%)

114 (76.5%)

Barrier

3 (3.7%)

2 (2.9%)

5 (3.4%)

Both

23 (28.4%)

7 (10.3%)

30 (20.1%)
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there are many Catholic Churches throughout the country that currently hold Mass in
Polish in order to facilitate this new infusion of parishioners. St. Audeon’s Catholic
Church in the Dublin city center for example, “provides 18 services a week, 11 of which
are in Polish” (Strieff 2008).
Yet for some foreign-born Catholics, specifically those who are not from
European countries, social integration through Catholicism has been challenging. While
ethno-racial identities certainly play a factor here, there is an additional barrier in that the
religious and spiritual practices that many non-western migrants encounter within the
Irish Catholic Church are not quite the same as what they were used to before they
arrived in Ireland; a similar trend is found throughout much of Europe (see, Ter Haar
2011). For example, a Catholic-born male from Nigeria said, ‘the Catholic Church in
Ireland is boring. They play boring music and I have even fallen asleep while I was there.
This is not what I was used to.’ Here, his religiosity was being suppressed and not
through overt acts of bigotry or discrimination but rather, through the antiquated nature
and expected conformity of the Irish Catholic Church. His Nigerian-born wife had a
slightly different take on the situation and was focused more on how the congregants
themselves treated her rather than the Church’s religious practices. She explained that she
felt uncomfortable wearing her traditional ethnic clothing while attending Mass at the
Catholic Church because the other congregants would look at her like she was ‘from
outer space.’ In this sense, her individual identity ‘assertions’ were considered out of
place which again reiterates the conforming characteristics that many migrants
experience in the Irish Catholic Church. Religious belief and practices in these two
examples can therefore be viewed as being a barrier to social integration. And in this
instance it resulted in this Nigerian-born family converting from Roman Catholicism to a
non-denominational Christian church where they feel more comfortable culturally
speaking and where they can better ‘assert’ their own spiritual identity. This example also
illustrates the fluidity of identity classifications and how Catholicism is partially losing its
dominance in twenty-first century Irish society.
If the migrant is already a member of another Christian denomination or a nondenominational church, the results are somewhat mixed. Many of the Irish-born Catholic

71

respondents are somewhat suspicious of the ‘newer’ Christian groups to Ireland (i.e.
evangelical, Pentecostal, revivalist, etc.), referring to some as being cult-like. Many also
‘assign’ these non-Catholic congregants negatively charged identity characteristics such
as ‘bizarre’, ‘secretive’, ‘crazy’, ‘under the influence’, ‘nuts’, ‘loons’ and ‘creepy’ – just
to name a few. In this sense then, religion is also clearly a barrier to social integration.
However, if the Irish-born themselves are congregants in one of these non-Catholic
Christian denominations then all that matters to them regarding the foreign-born
population is if they are a Christian, and in some cases, preferably if they are a ‘bornagain’ Christian. I would argue here that social integration is the strongest within this
particular sub-category because both the Irish-born and foreign-born congregants feel
united together in a ‘new’, typically multi-cultural and multi-ethnic entity that stands
apart from the ‘old’ Irish-dominated Catholic Church, as well as against all other nonChristian individuals and groups. Here these congregants can ‘assert’ their own identity
with other like-minded individuals and it doesn’t matter where they were born or how
‘thick’ their religious identity actually is.
Finally, if the migrant is the member of a non-Christian religion (specifically if
they are a Muslim) then both the Irish-born and foreign-born Christian respondents view
religion as a barrier to social integration. This is also true for the Muslim respondents
included in my survey. Despite the fact that they live in South Dublin County, which
according to the 2011 census has the third highest proportion of Muslims in the country
(6,642 total or 13.8%); for these Muslims, life in Ireland has been particularly difficult
because they feel completely ostracized from the rest of society. An Iranian-born
respondent said that he constantly feels like he is being watched whenever he is out in
public. According to him, on one occasion the Gardaí (i.e. the Irish police) had even
‘searched [his] child’s baby stroller for explosive devices’ while he and his wife were
walking into a local shopping mall. I asked him if he thought this particular example of
discrimination was due to ethno-racial differences or religious beliefs and after a brief
pause to contemplate his answer he said, ‘probably both. It is tough to differentiate the
two in Ireland but religion certainly played a role because my wife always wears a chador
in public.’ This specific example demonstrates how stereotypical identity characteristics
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(i.e. all Muslims are terrorists) are being ‘assigned’ to particular migrants and how these
traits are understood to be ‘thick’ in that they organize a great deal of the everyday social
interactions for these individuals in Ireland. As of the 2011 census, Ireland as a whole
had one of the smallest total populations of Muslims (48,130) in Western Europe.
However, this is expected to change drastically over the next fifteen years. A study
conducted by the Pew Research Center projects a 187.7% increase in the number of
Muslims living in Ireland by the year 2030 (Pew 2011). This would represent the largest
percentage increase in all of Europe during that time period. Should this projection
actually occur, it will be interesting to see if the Irish will continue to exclude Muslims
from their national identity constructs as a result of their ‘non-Irish’ religious beliefs.
While Ireland has historically defined itself as a Catholic nation, this collective
identity attachment is beginning to change. Certainly, Catholics still represent the vast
majority of the Irish population but as the census data indicates, this dominance is
beginning to diminish. This is especially true given a 2012 poll (Irish Times/Ipsos MRBI)
that suggests that “the majority of Catholics in Ireland no longer attend Mass […] that
significant numbers ‘do not believe’ in key elements of the church’s teachings [and] there
is division on the issues of the church’s role in education” (Counihan 2012). In a Religion
& Ethics newsweekly report on the decline of the Irish Catholic Church (PBS 2011),
Patsy McGarry, a religious correspondent at The Irish Times explains that people in
Ireland “still identify themselves as culturally Catholic even though they no longer go to
Mass or go to confession. You’ll see them at first communions, you’ll see them at
confirmations, and you’ll see them at funerals. They’re taking very much an a la carte
view to the practice of their religion.” Consequently, new questions are being asked about
the future role of the Catholic Church within Irish society and whether or not it will
continue to define Irish identity in the same ways and to the same degree that it once did
throughout the twentieth century.

3.5.3 Language
Many authors have discussed the importance of language – and its standardization
– in the construction of the nation-state and national identity (e.g. Gellner 1983; Hastings
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1997; Scott 1998). Perhaps the most well known example of this connection – certainly
the most cited – is Anderson’s concept of ‘imagined communities’ (1983). Central to
Anderson’s thesis is that the nation-state developed in part through print capitalism. He
explains that before the printing press, most documents were hand-written in Latin and
consequently, only really accessible to those individuals who could actually read Latin.
However, with the advent of the printing press, documents could now be published in the
vernacular – or native language of a specific geographic area – and therefore be able to
reach a much larger audience. As these “vernacular languages became standardized
through the uniformity of the printing press, [it gave its] readers a sense of being part of a
larger community” (Dittmer 2010:77). Anderson (1983: 44) writes that “print-capitalism
gave a new fixity to language, which in the long run helped to build that image of
antiquity so central to the subjective idea of the nation”. Similarly, according to Nuala
Johnson (1997: 177), “language is useful in the cultivation of a national identity because
it makes claims to authenticity; it provides a secular symbol which links language
communities of the present to those of the past. As this process is conceptualized as a
natural phenomenon, language can serve as a legitimation for the ‘natural’ boundaries of
the nation-state.” In this way, the hegemonic predominance of a language to a certain
geographic area and the people living there has become one of the most important
vehicles for the construction and assertion of collective identity; one which ultimately the
state has used to gain legitimacy and hegemony (e.g. Scott 1998: 72), and more
importantly, how it maintains an ethno-linguistic homogeneity within its population.
By the mid-1800s, several centuries of British influence in Ireland had resulted in
English becoming the dominant language used by the Irish population (Ó Conchubhair
2005: 238-39). In spite of this – or rather, because of this – when Ireland gained its
independence from the United Kingdom in 1922, Irish “political leaders were eager to
establish and build a new Ireland and shape a separate national identity [and] the Irish
language was to become the key instrument in shaping this identity” (Ní Dhrisceoil 2013:
133). Irish-speaking or Gaeltacht areas, which were (and still are) predominantly located
in the rural west coast of Ireland, were romanticized as representing the roots of the
nation and “the image of the noble and uncontaminated peasant, who had kept his
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language pure and intact provided an important source of nationalist planning in Ireland”
(O’ Rourke 2011: 329). Consequently, Article 8 of the Constitution of Ireland decrees
that Irish is “the national language” and is therefore “the first official language” with
English being “recognized as a second official language.” And while English remains the
most widely spoken language in the country in everyday life, there is no doubt that Irish
is more important to the conceptualizations and romantic notions of Irishness; in other
words, the Irish imagined community. According to Ó Conchubhair (2005: 239), survey
results conducted in three separate studies throughout the late twentieth century (1973,
1983, 1993) confirm this suggestion and they demonstrate that there has been positive
public support amongst Irish citizens concerning, as Ó Riagáin (1997: 279) writes, “the
role the Irish language is perceived to have in defining and maintaining national cultural
distinctiveness”. Within these results, a majority (66%) of the respondents agreed that
“Ireland would not really be Ireland without its Irish-speaking people” and that
“[w]ithout Irish, Ireland would certainly lose its identity as a separate culture” (Ó Riagáin
and Ó Gliasáin 1983: 5). A more recent national survey (Mac Gréil and Rhatigan 2009:
7) echoes these past results and suggests that the perceived connection of the Irish
language to Irish identity has grown to over 93%.
The actual everyday usage of the Irish language, however, provides a slightly
different narrative. The 2011 Census results indicate that, at the national level,
approximately 41.4% of the population aged 3 years and over have the ability to speak
Irish, but outside of the education system, only 3% actually speaks Irish on a daily
basis.12 Nevertheless, as Liadh Ni Riada an Irish Member of the European Parliament
said, the Irish language “is part of our identity and it is what makes us stand out from
others. This isn’t just about a working language; there is a whole other depth to it in terms
of its richness in history, arts and literature. It is a frame of mine” (Hooper 2015).
Similarly, many Irish citizens who are in favor of keeping the Irish language alive will
reference an oft-used quote by Pádraig Pearse who was one of the revolutionary leaders
executed for his role in the Easter Rising in 1916. Pearse said, ‘Tír gan teanga, tír gan
12

Table 32 & Table 33A:
http://www.cso.ie/en/media/csoie/census/documents/census2011pdr/Pdf,8,Tables.pdf
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anam’ which roughly translates as ‘A country without a language, is a country without a
soul.’ Consequently, as McCubbin (2010: 458) explains, this “gap between the symbolic
and instrumental importance attributed to Irish […] is reflected in rigorous public debate
about the efficacy and financial cost of promoting a language commonly seen to have
already lost its utility.” The large scale migration into Ireland has only intensified this
debate, and as Ní Dhrisceoil (2013:134-35) points out, “the notion of national identity has
been brought into sharp focus, where some common origin and reaffirmation of “us” and
“our” is being explored through the Irish language and thereby simultaneously
reinforcing the difference between “us” and “them.” This inclusion/exclusion mentality
concerning the Irish language is predicated by ‘asserted’ and ‘thick’ “notions of
ownership [which] are determined less by the question of who is expected to speak Irish
and more by the question of who is expected not to: immigrants” (McCubbin 2010: 462;
emphasis in original).
The survey results in Table 3.5 reveal that a majority of the South Dublin Irishborn and foreign-born respondents currently consider the Irish language to be a barrier in
the social integration process. With that said, this barrier may not be as impassable as one
might expect. While there is little doubt that the Irish-born respondents believe in the
importance of reviving and/or at least preserving the Irish language for their own ethnocultural and national linkages (albeit, maybe not for an active day-to-day use), several
Irish-born respondents made a point to acknowledge what it would mean for them if a
foreign-born individual were to learn to speak Irish. Their responses include: ‘classy’,
‘understanding’, ‘respectful of our culture’, and, ‘a proper method of integration’. An
older Irish-born man who admitted that he does not speak Irish as often as he probably
should or would like to, explained that, ‘if I heard an African speaking proper Irish I
would think to myself, hey, there goes someone that wants to be here, wants to be a part
of our culture and not just collect money from the dole.’ In this slightly stereotyped
response you can begin to understand what the Irish language represents for many Irish
people. For this specific individual and many of the Irish-born respondents in general, the
level of effort that a migrant demonstrates in their attempts at integrating into Irish
society goes a long way and learning to speak Irish is one step in this direction.
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Table 3.5: Irish Language
Irish-born only

Foreign-born only

Combined

Bridge

22 (28.6%)

17 (24.6%)

39 (26.7%)

Barrier

46 (59.7%)

50 (72.5%)

96 (65.8%)

Both

9 (11.7%)

2 (2.9%)

11 (7.5%)
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An Irish-born, Irish language secondary school teacher explained that ‘even
though many people do not frequently use it, Irish remains an important cultural
component of who we are as a nation because it allows us to connect to our past and to
our ancestors in a very unique way.’ This teacher later said that she does not believe that
Irish will ever surpass English as the dominant spoken language in the country and that
this should not be its intention. Rather, she compares the learning of the Irish language to
the learning of history and that this is how it should be assessed. She said,
I am sure that the majority of the people in your country do not know every detail
about the historical formation and development of your country, but they know
enough to feel a personal connection to the past. This is what I try to teach my
students. Learning Irish is not so much about becoming a fluent speaker, it is
about making a historical connection and it requires the student to personally
engage with the material in an active way. This same process works for Irish-born
as well as migrants and their children. It allows them to learn about the culture
and history of Ireland by actively participating in a social practice valued by the
people of the nation, promoted by the government, and taught in the school
system.
There was a similar feeling of importance attached to the Irish language amongst
the foreign-born respondents. They acknowledge that presently Irish represents a barrier
to social integration because for many, they believe that they are too old and/or do not
have the time to learn a new language. This is especially true for those migrants that still
struggle to master English. However, as many of these foreign-born migrants are
beginning to start their own families, they hope that their children will be able to learn
Irish in school. Again, there is an understanding that the mastery of the language itself is
not so much what is important, but rather what is, is the connection to Irish culture and
history. A Korean-born female respondent reasoned that she would expect Irish migrants
and their children to learn Korean if they moved to Korea so her family’s attempt at
learning Irish in Ireland is no different. In this way then, studying the Irish language
becomes a shared cultural practice that both Irish-born and foreign-born individuals
participate in together and it is through this common participation that creates the bonds
necessary for a barrier of social integration to become a bridge. Here a migrant
potentially has the opportunity to assert their new identity and transition from their
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previous assignment as a migrant to being recognized as part of the Irish imagined
community.

3.6 CONCLUSION
This paper utilized a social constructionist approach to demonstrate that
integration in Ireland is directly influenced by ethno-cultural and national identity
classifications. It has shown that within the dynamic and dual-natured process of social
integration there is a certain give-and-take relationship occurring and various notions of
identity are continually being contested as both groups attempt to identify who they are
and where they fit within the everyday constructs of society. As this paper has argued,
these conceptualizations and contestations are challenging, and ultimately, redefining
what it means to be Irish in the twenty-first century. With migration to Ireland likely to
continue into the foreseeable future, gaining a more thorough understanding of how the
relationship between Irish-born and foreign-born groups is (re)negotiated through these
contested notions of identity is crucial. This is especially true considering that the
foreign-born individuals of today will literality give birth to a new Irish-born generation
in the near future.
The social constructionist approach employed by this paper provided a necessary
framework for a larger engagement on social integration to occur. Here it was essential to
have an understanding that even though the examination focused specifically on the
influence of primordial traits tied to the nation, these identity characteristics must be
recognized as being dynamic and renegotiable rather than static sentiments fixed in time
and to a particular place. Consequently, this approach provided a means to discuss the
fluidity of these particular identity traits through a specific terminology that included
several strategic words: ‘assigned and asserted’ and ‘thick and thin’. These words are of
paramount importance to the ways in which we comprehend how identities are both
understood and perhaps more importantly, how they can be changed over time and across
space. Additionally, they also play a fundamental role concerning the geographies of
inclusion/exclusion and how societies attempt to define the socially constructed
categories of ‘us’ and ‘them’. This dichotomous relationship can therefore be seen as the
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heart of the social integration process in that it represents a gateway or sorts in terms of
how migrants are either included or excluded from particular identity constructs that are
intimately tied to ethno-cultural and/or national norms. As such, this paper employed the
bridge/barrier metaphor in order to more thoroughly comprehend how certain
characteristics either facilitate or hinder social integration.
Given the rapid increase in immigration from non-western countries to Europe in
recent years, this research has much broader implications and applications than just
Ireland. As mentioned in the introduction, Europe is at a dangerous crossroads
concerning migration. The cosmopolitan nature of the European Union with its open
borders and its promotion of multi-cultural societies that initially encouraged and
facilitated these increases in immigration is now being threatened by a significant rise in
xenophobic sentiments. Yet, the diversification of European societies through increased
migration is virtually an inevitability given current global conditions. Here we must
return to the ‘choice’ that Commissioner António Guterres references in his 2014
statement. Through a fear of foreigners, will Europeans revert ‘back’ to antiquated
nationalistic sentiments in order to regulate against otherness with the intention of
defending against the hybridization of their societies? Or, will they choose to allow this
new demographic trend to continue by embracing their new multi-cultural, multi-ethnic,
and multi-religious environments and begin to renegotiate their conceptions of national
identity through the dynamic and dual-natured process of social integration?
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4. RELIGION AND SOCIAL INTEGRATION IN DUBLIN,
IRELAND: BRIDGE AND/OR BARRIER?
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4.1 ABSTRACT
This paper explores the role of religion concerning the social integration of
migrants in Dublin, Ireland and investigates how religious beliefs and actions can be both
beneficial (i.e. a bridge) and/or a deterrence (i.e. a barrier) to this process. It specifically
examines the Victory Christian Fellowship (VCF), which is a multi-cultural, nondenominational Christian Church whose congregants include a mixture of Irish-born
citizens and recently arrived immigrants and refugees from twenty-eight different nationstates around the world. Within the VCF, Irish-born and non-Irish-born congregants
frequently interact with one another; suggesting religion is a bridge that is encouraging
social integration. Alternatively, non-congregant Irish-born members in the larger
community where the church is located are skeptical of the VCF and maintain that it is a
type of religious cult organization. In this case, religion can clearly be seen as a barrier
that is hindering the social integration of migrants in Dublin. Consequently, this paper
analyzes the dichotomous function of religion and religious identity within the social
integration process in Dublin, Ireland through a qualitative research approach that is
based on field work conducted between June 2013 and June 2014.13
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4.2 INTRODUCTION
This paper explores the role of religion regarding the social integration of
migrants in Dublin, Ireland and investigates how religious beliefs, practices, and
identities can be both beneficial (i.e. a bridge) and/or a deterrence (i.e. a barrier) to the
process of social integration. It specifically examines the Victory Christian Fellowship
(VCF) which is a multi-cultural, non-denominational Christian Church located in South
Dublin. Congregants include a mixture of Irish-born citizens and recently arrived
immigrants and refugees from twenty-eight different nation-states around the world.
Within the VCF, Irish-born and non-Irish-born congregants frequently interact with one
another; suggesting religion is a bridge that is encouraging social integration.
Alternatively, non-congregant Irish-born members in the larger community where the
church is located are skeptical of the VCF and maintain that it is a type of religious cult.
Within this context then, religion can be perceived as a barrier that hinders a migrant’s
ability to integrate into society. As Europe and other Western nations continue to receive
immigrants from many non-Western countries, this research has broad implications for
our understandings of the role religion plays in integration processes and that are
connected to migration.
Throughout the twenty-first century, increased global immigration has led to a
significant amplification of xenophobic rhetoric across Europe (e.g. Erlanger and
Bennhold 2015; Taras 2009; Fireside 2002) and much of this fear of foreigners concerns
differences in religious beliefs (e.g. Koopmans 2015; Gündüz 2010; Yeğenoğlu 2006).
Indeed, as Foner and Alba (2008: 361) suggest, “religion is seen in Europe as the marker
of a fundamental social divide” and this division is most clearly witnessed and
sensationalized (see, Eland 2015) following extremist attacks like those that recently
occurred in Paris (Joshi 2015) and Copenhagen (Higgins and Eddy 2015) as well as the
thwarted terror plot in Brussels (Higgins 2015). However, the escalating religious divide
in Europe is not solely limited to these atypical violent events. Rather, as I argue in this
paper, it is within the actions, behaviors, and identities located within everyday societies
where the roots of this division begin to mature and take shape.
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Despite the apparent negative social developments regarding religious differences
in Europe, religion also plays an important positive role in providing stability for
migrants as they maneuver through the challenges of everyday life in their new place of
residence. As Hirschman (2004: 1228) correctly points out, “[f]or many immigrants, the
separation from family, language, and community often leads to a search for meaning and
stability in their new homeland. Religious participation and rituals [therefore] can often
fill the psychological void and create a sense of belonging and community for
newcomers.” Additionally, as Agrawal (2008: 44) suggests, “religious institutions
provide immigrants with an entry point to the mainstream host society”. Consequently,
religion is an important element to the social integration of migrants in that it is an
influential social structure that can both facilitate and hinder their transition into a new
society. Certainly these two extremes concerning the intersections between religion and
social integration are not mutually exclusive. Rather, they typically exist concurrently
and therefore, it is crucial to better understand how this dichotomous relationship
functions within society.
Much of the academic research that examines the influence of religion in the
social integration process in Europe has focused almost entirely on the impact and growth
of Islam within European societies (e.g., Joppke 2014; Kuppinger 2014; Sunier 2014;
Salih 2004; El Hamel 2002; Naylor and Ryan 2002). Building on the insights of this
literature, this paper expands the discussion through a case study that focuses on the role
that Christianity plays in the social integration of migrants. This research adds nuance
and depth to contemporary understandings of religion and immigration in a European
context and is especially salient when one considers that there are more than twice as
many Christian migrants in Europe compared to Muslim migrants; 56% to 27%
respectively (Pew Research Center 2012) . This difference is even more pronounced in
the Republic of Ireland where 75% of the non-Irish individuals are Christian while only
5% practice Islam (Central Statistics Office 2011).
Despite the collective categorization, Christianity – like any major world religion
– has been socially constructed into a multitude of diverse denominations and individual
Christian adherents possess wildly varying levels of religiosity. This is especially true in
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Europe where the rise of secularism in most nation-states has created an even bigger
disparity amongst Christian adherents concerning their beliefs, practices, and values. For
non-Western Christian migrants, specifically those from the global south, the Christianity
that they encounter when they arrive in Europe does not typically resemble the
Christianity that they personally practice (Ter Haar 2011). Accordingly, European
countries have witnessed an increase in the creation of immigrant-led churches (e.g. Ugba
2009, Burgess 2011), increased evangelical-style Christianity in Europe (e.g. Adogame
2010; Martin 2010) and/or established churches that specifically accommodate the
religious beliefs and practices of their immigrant population (e.g. Passarelli 2012; Strieff
2008). Furthermore, as Hanciles (2003: 150) suggests, “the rise of African immigrant
churches and other non-Western Christian congregations has been dramatically visible
because of the stark contrast between the dynamism of new immigrant Christian groups
and the often moribund tone of the traditional churches.” In this way, then, Christianity
cannot simply be labeled as being one cultural entity. Rather, there are significant
differences that exist; differences that are now being exacerbated within society as many
native-born citizens grow suspicious of these ‘new’ Christian churches and their
congregants – a majority of whom are migrants.
This paper begins by speaking to the geographic connections between religion
and the social integration of migrants. Specifically, it addresses what Kong (2010: 760)
refers to as the “interface of human mobility and religion” and it proposes the need for an
additional strand of geographic research within this ‘interface’, one that exclusively
focuses on the dual nature of integration. Following this more theoretical discussion on
the geographic intersections of religion and human migration, the case study on the
Victory Christian Fellowship will further demonstrate the need for this additional strand
of research. By exploring the relationships that exist amongst both the congregants of the
church themselves as well as from the point of view of non-congregant members of the
larger community where the church is located, this research exposes the contested notions
of identity related to religion that are currently being constructed in contemporary
Dublin. Ultimately, this paper reveals how religious beliefs and practices can be
interpreted as being both a bridge and a barrier to the social integration process of
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migrants within a community, with the barrier being perpetuated by a society where an
‘us’ vs. ‘them’ dichotomy continues to be the prevailing discourse.

4.3 GEOGRAPHY, RELIGION, & SOCIAL INTEGRATION
The study of religion within the field of geography has progressed in recent years
from the lacuna that once existed, as Lily Kong’s (1990; 2001; 2010) three decadal
reviews demonstrate. In addition to the numerous recent stand-alone articles on topics
related to the geographic study of religion (e.g. Ehrkamp and Nagel 2014; Tse 2013;
Yorgason and della Dora 2009), there have been two special issues in Social & Cultural
Geography (2014, 15:6) (2002, 3:1), a themed issue in Environment and Planning A
(2006, 38:5), a forum in the Annals of the Association of American Geographers (2006,
96:1), and several textbooks and edited collections (Park 1994; Knott 2005; Stump 2008:
Brace, et al. 2011; Hopkins et al. 2013). These examples have all contributed to religion
becoming an “established domain of inquiry for human geographers” (Oosterbaan 2014:
592) and it speaks to the increasing importance of religion and religious issues in our
world. As Proctor (2006: 167) points out, “geographers are eminently qualified to
contribute [to the study of religion because] we revel in place-based comparison, and we
enjoy a healthy discussion over the interplay of theory and method.” Indeed, the
connection between religion and geography is unmistakable and the value that
geographers can provide through spatial analysis alone will be crucial in the twenty-first
century especially when one considers the rapid rise of religious revival movements
across the globe. The research in this paper contributes to this growing body of literature
by providing valuable insights into the intersections between religious identity and the
social integration process within the context of Dublin, Ireland.
In her third and most recent decadal review, Kong (2010: 760-762) discusses one
of the most important emerging themes in the current geography of religion literature.
Kong refers to this theme as the “interface of human mobility and religion” and she
presents six interrelated strands that I will summarize below:
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1. Results of historical migrations on the religious landscape of destinations.
2. The impact of current migration on the religious landscapes of receiving
countries.
3. The impact of current migration on the religious landscapes of the sending
country.
4. The creation of diasporic and hybrid identities “whereby immigrant populations
adopt simultaneous identities that include religious, national and cultural
affiliations.”
5. Transnational networks and ties.
6. The political component of transnational religious organizations as they
intersect with domestic politics.
While I acknowledge Kong’s breakdown of this research, I believe that a seventh strand
is necessary. This proposed new strand is one that specifically examines how religion
plays a role in the social integration of immigrants within a receiving society. To be sure,
Kong (2010: 761) does refer to the social role of religion “in integrating and settling
recent immigrants to a new country” in the second strand listed above. However, given
the increasing importance of this process within contemporary societies around the world,
I believe that it deserves its own category rather than simply being lumped together with
the architectural impacts of religious structures and the formation of religious enclaves as
is the case in Kong’s second strand. This suggestion does not imply that religious
architecture and enclaves are unimportant components to the “interface of human
mobility and religion”. Rather, what I am proposing here is that the intersections of
religion and social integration, and the complexities inherent to this process, are
significant enough to warrant its own strand of research. More specifically, a central
contention in support of this additional strand is that the previous six, in my opinion, do
not adequately address how the actions, beliefs, and attitudes of the host-country and its
citizens are also important to consider; especially in the process of social integration (see,
McGinnity et al. 2013).
Here it is important to acknowledge that the Council of the European Union
(2004: 19; emphasis added) refers to integration as being “a dynamic, long-term, and
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continuous two-way process of mutually accommodation, not a static outcome. It
demands the participation not only of immigrants and their descendants but of every
resident” including those from the host community. Agrawal’s (2008: 43) work on faithbased communities in the greater Toronto area of Canada touches on the dual nature of
integration through the lens of neighborliness which “is an expression of societal strength
and an essential ingredient of a well-functioning democracy.” Similarly, Ehrkamp and
Nagel (2012: 625) examine the ways in which religious communities serve “as
contradictory sites for the production of citizenship between immigrants and nonimmigrants” in the US South. They conclude that “faith communities and spiritual beliefs
continue to play a role in promoting civic and political engagement, in defining societal
norms and identities, and in addressing the nature of rights and obligations to the societyat-large” (ibid.: 643). A third example is Ley’s (2008) research on immigrant Christian
churches in Vancouver that explores how religious beliefs initially serve as a powerful
bonding agent for a congregation but then over time with regards to intergenerational and
multicultural congregants it morphs into a bridge of social capital. Within each of these
articles, the larger discussion concerns more than simply the impact of current migration
on the religious landscapes of receiving countries. Instead, what these articles are actually
examining are contested notions of identity and the multidimensional relationships that
are socially constructed through religious beliefs between migrants and members of the
host society. By not recognizing these types of studies as their own strand of research
within Kong’s “interface of human mobility and religion,” we are essentially devaluing
their importance and potentially hindering further examinations on the topic.
Central to this discussion concerning the importance of religion to the social
integration process is Peach’s (2006: 353) assertion that “religion may now be a more
important variable for socio-geographic investigation than race or ethnicity”. While I
believe this statement to be true, especially in a contemporary European context, religion
is different from these other aspects of identity in a very significant way; it is often a
personal choice. Typically, an individual cannot choose what society deems to be their
race or ethnic background. However, in most cases, a person does decide whether he/she
will “adhere to, leave, or proselytize a religion” (Yorgason and della Dora 2009: 632).
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Consequently, this personal choice may signify a greater importance to the construction
of an individual’s identity because it is what they personally deem to be an important
component of their own life rather than what someone else has assigned for them.
For the adherent of a particular religious community, the significance of this
‘chosen’ identity attachment is further amplified when they join a collective; the
congregation of a church in this case. Through this action, the adherent actively chooses
to become a congregant, thereby linking their individual identity to the collective identity
of others. Here, congregants typically acquire a deep sense of belonging to the other
members of their congregation due to their shared beliefs, values, and practices (Ugba
2009: 216). It is important to acknowledge, however, that this sense of belonging is “a
socially mediated matter [which is] related to the discourses and practices of socio-spatial
inclusion and exclusion, a means of defining membership to a group and ownership of a
place” (Alderman and Inwood 2013: 219). In other words, the collective alone does not
completely define their own collectivity. Rather, it is a dynamic process that is in a
constant state of flux; particularly because, as Alderman and Modlin (2013: 9-10)
suggest, the “[d]ominant social groups consciously define the terms of belonging as they
seek to impose cultural coherence and fix the boundaries of identity of “us” and “them.”
Accordingly, when examining a collective it is imperative to consider not only who is a
member, but also, who isn’t. This is especially true when the collective is composed of
individuals who may not be considered members of the dominant social group of a
particular place; whether this is because of their religious beliefs, ethnicity, race, gender,
and/or countless other identity characteristics. Consequently, the boundaries of identity
used to establish collectives by means of an inclusionary and exclusionary dichotomy of
‘us’ and ‘them’ become the frontiers where the social integration process occurs.
With regards to the research presented throughout this paper, foreign-born
congregants at the Victory Christian Fellowship in Dublin, Ireland are amiably received
by the Irish-born congregants. Here, there is a deep sense of belonging that has been
socially constructed amongst the congregation through their shared religiosity.
Alternatively, many of the Irish-born non-congregant members of the local community
view the VCF as a type of religious cult organization and they are explicitly biased
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against both it and its congregants. This notion has been created and maintained by
exclusionary thoughts and practices fueled by xenophobic rhetoric inherent in a society
that has been built upon an ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ dichotomy. In both of these examples, the
actions of members of the receiving society play arguably as important of a role in terms
of social integration process as do the beliefs and actions of the immigrant themselves.
By not recognizing the considerable role that the host community contributes to this
process, our analysis of the ways in which religion and religious beliefs influence social
integration cannot truly be comprehensive.

4.4 RESEARCH METHODS
Research for this paper was conducted over the course of three years (2012-2014)
including ten weeks of field work at the Victory Christian Fellowship in Dublin, Ireland.
In addition to the time spent at the church itself, I also lived in three separate
neighborhoods within the same South Dublin community as the church. This decision
was strategic as it allowed me to not only live in the same neighborhoods as many of the
congregants, but it also provided me with a broader access to the non-congregant
members of the community. In this way, I was able to gain a much more comprehensive
understanding of the everyday lives of both groups and to witness their daily interactions
(or lack thereof). Additionally, it must be mentioned that during my fieldwork in Dublin I
was staying with my extended Irish-Catholic-born family members. This advantageous
circumstance offered me further access to the local community through their personal
insights and connections. With that said, their individual opinions on the matter at hand
are not included in this paper because I do not believe that it would have been ethical to
do so.
Dublin, Ireland was chosen as the location for this research for two important
reasons. First, the Republic of Ireland has historically been a nation of emigrants. It
wasn’t until the mid-1990s that net migration into Ireland began to occur on a sustained
level (Gilmartin 2013) and based on the most recent census, the foreign-born population
now represents approximately 17% of Ireland’s total population (CSO 2011). According
to a 2013 United Nations Reports, this is a higher percentage of foreign-born individuals
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than a majority of European nation-states including Spain, the United Kingdom,
Germany, France, and Italy; just to name a few.14 Moreover, the relatively recent nature
of this demographic development means that we are witnessing firsthand how a nation
that has had no real history of integrating a large-scale immigrant population into society
is adjusting to this new reality. The second reason that Ireland was selected for this
research is because of religion. Based on a report conducted by the Pew Research Center
(2011: 73), approximately 94% of the population in Ireland self identifies as Christian.
This is a much larger percentage than the vast majority of European countries.
Additionally, there has been a historical dichotomy in Ireland between Roman Catholics
and Protestants. While sectarian problems between these two denominations of
Christianity have not nearly been as severe in the Republic of Ireland as they have been
in Northern Ireland, based on my discussions with Catholics in Dublin there is still an
underlying tension or rather, a level of suspicion that exists. Roman Catholicism has long
been the dominant religion in the Republic of Ireland with Pope Paul VI even referred to
it as being “the most Catholic country in the world” (Kelly 2012). According to the 2011
census, over 84% of the total population in Ireland consider themselves Roman Catholic
and much of Irish society is heavily influenced by the teaching of the Catholic Church;
including the fact that the Catholic Church administers over 90% of Irish public schools
(Schrank 2013). However, “Ireland’s religiosity has waned in recent years, amid
changing demographics, rising secularism and reports of Church sexual abuse and coverups” (ibid). Complicating these matters is the fact that almost half (48%) of the non-Irishborn migrants living in the Republic of Ireland are non-Catholic, including those
individuals born in Asia and Africa who are 70% and 77% non-Catholic respectively
(CSO 2011). As a consequence, Irish-born Catholics are now encountering more nonCatholics on a day-to-day basis than ever before.
Due to the nature of the research, qualitative methods were selected over
quantitative because social issues and religious beliefs are not easily quantifiable.
Moreover, as Denzin and Lincoln (1998: 8) explain, qualitative researchers “stress the
14

U.N. 2013 report of foreign-born population percentages: Spain (13.8%), the United
Kingdom (12.4%), Germany (11.9%), France (11.6%), and Italy (9.4%)
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socially constructed nature of reality, the intimate relationship between the researcher and
what is studied, and the situational constraints that shape inquiry. […] They seek answers
to questions that stress how social experience is created and given meaning.” Because of
this, “Qualitative researchers are more likely than quantitative researchers to confront the
constraints of the everyday social world” (ibid.:10) by studying “things in their natural
settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings
people bring to them” (ibid.: 3). Additionally, as Winchester and Rofe (2010: 8)
acknowledge, “Qualitative geographical research tends to emphasize multiple meanings
and interpretations rather than seeking to impose any one ‘dominant’ or ‘correct’
interpretation.” This is important for this particular study given the contested notions of
identity that are involved.

4.5 CASE STUDY: THE VICTORY CHRISTIAN FELLOWSHIP
The Victory Christian Fellowship is a full gospel non-denominational Christian
Church that describes itself as being an organization designed for “people from every
country, every creed, and every tradition”.15 The VCF was established in 1988 by Irishborn husband and wife Pastors Brendan and Shelia Hade after they had grown
dissatisfied with the Irish Catholic Church and its ability to fulfill their spiritual needs. At
the outset their newly created church was little more than a prayer group that met in the
living room of their Dublin home and the dozen or so congregants were mainly family
members and friends. As the congregation grew in size the Hades began to rent hotel
conference rooms, then they purchased a small building in the Dublin City Centre and in
2009, they finished the construction of a 6,000 square meter building in suburban Dublin,
initially valued at over 12 million Euro (Meehan 2010). This new facility called the
Victory Centre, shown in Figure 4.1, includes a 1,110-seat auditorium, a 200-seat theater,
several conference rooms, a carvery-style restaurant, a Starbucks café, a TV studio, a day
care center, a ‘hang-out’ room for teenagers, an athletic field, and a variety of additional
amenities. From a religious standpoint, the spiritual beliefs and practices at Victory is a
syncretic mixture that includes components from Pentecostalism, evangelicalism,
15

Victory Christian Website, www.victory.ie/about/
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Figure 4.1 The Victory Centre (photo taken by N. Conner)
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fundamentalism, revivalism, and charismatic Christianity. VCF congregants consider
themselves to be ‘born-again’ Christians, glossolalia (i.e. speaking in tongues) is a
common practice, and at most services there are communal faith healings. Alleviating
back problems are their specialty according to Pastor Brendan. Victory also preaches the
prosperity gospel which in general suggests that the more generous a congregant provides
tithes, the more he/she will receive in both earthly and heavenly prosperity as a reward
from God. All of these religious beliefs and practices will be discussed in more detail
below.

4.6 CASE STUDY: RELIGION & SOCIAL INTEGRATION
This section of the paper specifically examines how religion and religious beliefs,
practices, and identities influence social integration in Dublin, Ireland and the analysis is
delivered in two sub-sections. It begins by first addressing how religious experiences,
teachings, and messages at the Victory Christian Fellowship produce an understanding of
religion as a bridge to the social integration process by creating a strong sense of
belonging between the Irish- and foreign-born congregants. The central focus here will be
on the diverse religious beliefs and practices at the VCF and the ethno-national diversity
of its congregation. These components, as will be shown, have significantly shaped the
church’s collective identity. In the second sub-section, the discussion switches to an
outsider’s perspective meaning that the conversation will center on the ways in which
non-congregants members of the local community perceive the VCF and its congregants.
Here the analysis is directed at the physical features of the Church itself, the reasons why
some individuals believe the VCF resembles a religious cult, and the subsequent negative
stereotypes that have been associated with the congregants. In both sub-sections,
attention will be given to the dual nature of the social integration process by
incorporating the thoughts, actions, and beliefs of both foreign-born and Irish-born
individuals. In this way, the analysis will demonstrate why this type of research should be
considered its own strand within Kong’s “interface of human mobility and religion”. In
so doing, this paper will also encourage further research on related issues and identities
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elsewhere in the world thereby facilitating a broader conversation about the multiple
intersections between religion and social integration.

4.6.1 Bridge
As previously mentioned, the VCF is a full gospel non-denominational Christian
Church and their religious beliefs include a variety of elements from other Christian
denominations. This cherry-picking did not happen by accident according to several
Irish- and foreign-born congregants. Rather, it was a concerted effort designed to
diversify and more importantly, to grow the congregation of the church. By
accommodating such a wide range of religious practices, the VCF has broken away from
the dogmatic features found in many other types of Christianity, most specifically Roman
Catholicism. In this way, the VCF views itself as a bastion of sorts for those individuals
who may feel spiritually and/or socially neglected elsewhere regardless of their place of
birth or previous religious affiliation. This assertion was made by many of the
congregants that I spoke to, both Irish- and foreign-born, and it plays an important role in
the sense of belonging that they have constructed at Victory. Thus, the collective identity
of the congregants is partially created based on their perceived exclusion from and/or
their rejection of the norms of Irish society.
One would assume that having such a diversity of religious beliefs could
potentially dissolve any unity that a congregation might coalesce around. However, this is
quite the opposite of what is happening at the VCF. Many congregants view these varied
religious backgrounds as an opportunity to share their beliefs, practices, and experiences
with one another in order to better connect as both individuals and as a congregation.
This opportunity establishes a powerful bonding experience for the congregants.
Importantly, it also provides a way for them to feel welcome in a place and with a group
of people which, for many of the migrants at least, might not be the case elsewhere in
their day-to-day lives in Dublin (see, Ugba 2009). Essentially, by acknowledging their
spiritual differences and embracing them, the congregants suggest that they are able to
transform something that could be construed as a negative regarding the construction of
their collective religious identity and turn it into a positive force of belonging.
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I witnessed many of these religious teaching/learning interactions during my time
at the VCF and even had several congregants attempt to enlighten me about the
significance of glossolalia – often referred to as the speaking in tongues – which is a
common religious practice amongst Charismatic and Pentecostal Christians. According to
Samarin (1968: 49) “the public defines the experience [of glossolalia], linguistically, by
the fact, or the belief, that a person under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit utters a
language totally unknown to himself.” Anderson (2008) suggests that “the speaker is
considered to be possessed by a supernatural spirit, is in conversation with divine beings,
or is the channel of a divine proclamation.” This is important to the larger narrative of
this article because, as Augustine (2011: 297) points out,
Through the Spirit-saturated Body, God welcomes all nations under heaven (Acts
2.5) in submitting his Word to the form and sound of their ethnic tongues (v.6).
Therefore […] the proclamation speech of the faith community embraces the
language of the other. This divine embrace is no mere rhetorical strategy. It is a
gift of divine hospitality. The Spirit invites all humanity to make its habitat in the
inter-sociality of the Trinity. This invitation implies the host’s self-giving (or
surrender) to the other and not their colonization. It is a gesture of welcoming all
foreigners, aliens, strangers literally in their own terms.
It could be argued that a typical Sunday service at the VCF resembles more of a
music concert than a religious service. For the first thirty minutes before the Pastor’s
sermon, the choir/band performs several Christian songs accompanied by smoke
machines, strobe lights, and video projections. These songs inspire the congregation to
dance together and collectively sing along from their theater-style seats. Additionally, the
songs also promote the multiculturalism of the church through the use of a varied
selection of Christian songs from around the world, as well as by the diversity of the
singers themselves. The lively atmosphere inside the church is a far cry from the more
somber nature of many Irish Catholic services. And that is precisely the point; the liturgy
is designed to attract people who feel stifled by the perceived antiquated practices of the
Catholic Church. During many services, the Pastors would even joke about this very
thing, claiming that they doubted that the Catholics ‘down the street’ were having as
much fun as they were at that moment.
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Following the Pastor’s sermon is the tithe collection which is a central component
of the VCF. As mentioned earlier, Victory preaches the prosperity gospel which
according to Schieman and Jung (2012: 738) “is a transdenominational doctrine that
emphasizes that God grants material prosperity, good health, or relief from sickness to
those who have enough faith.” While this particular article is not the proper forum for a
detailed historical account of prosperity theology, many suggest that it began in North
American Pentecostal and Evangelical churches (e.g. Coleman 2000; Hunt 2000; Cox
1994). More importantly, however, according to Asamoah-Gyadu (2009: 2)
the prosperity movement also taps into deep roots in traditional African religions.
The prayer vigils and healing camps are the Christian equivalent of traditional
shrines where people go to have their destinies revealed and spiritual problems
solved. The prosperity message resonates with African religious ideas because of
the traditional belief in mystical causality. Tithes, like prayers, are ritual actions
that are supposed to make things happen.
Given this understanding provided by Asamoah-Gyadu, and the large percentage of
African congregants at Victory, it should come as little surprise as to why the prosperity
gospel has become such an important component of the church. From a practical
standpoint at the VCF, this message of prosperity translates into tithing and it is taken
quite literally by many of the congregants who donate large sums of money to the Church
each week; a practice which is extensively criticized by non-congregants (this will be
discussed more in the sub-section below). However, from the point of view of the
congregants, they believe that this practice can be interpreted as being a direct sign of
God’s influence on their day-to-day lives and that they are collectively contributing to the
well-being of their church and their community. According to a Nigerian-born male
congregant,
Why should I spend my money on things I do not really care about or need? Why
should I waste it sitting at a pub like so many Irish do? I gain spiritual fulfillment
by donating to my church. I enjoy seeing the benefits of my hard-earned money
helping others and if my generosity helps my soul in the long run, all the better
for me.
This quote is revealing on multiple levels. To begin with, he is contrasting his personal
identity to what he perceives to be ‘normal’ Irish identity traits. While the stereotyped
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pub comment speaks for itself in that he is passing judgment for an action that he doesn’t
personally agree with, his first sentence is perhaps more important to the overall narrative
of this paper. Here, he is indirectly addressing the growing consumerism and materialism
in Ireland which has been linked to the declining significance of religion in Irish society
(PBS 2011). Many of the congregants, both Irish- and foreign-born echo this statement
and argue that Ireland has lost its way religiously speaking in part because of the
perceived evils associated with capitalism. Interestingly, this understanding is
contradictory to the notion that adherents of the prosperity gospel are only concerned
with the personal attainment of wealth and worldly goods. For many of the congregants,
their basic understanding of the prosperity gospel and the fundamental importance of
tithing is to provide something that will benefit everyone not just themselves.
Consequently, by offering tithes to the church they believe that they are actively
contributing to the continued success of their congregation.
After the tithe collection, there are three religious practices that the church rotates
on a week-to-week basis. First are communal faith healings where the Pastors, along with
several select members of the church, invite others down to the stage where the healings
are performed by the placing of hands upon the congregants while they pray together.
This shared practice provides a strong sense of belonging amongst the congregation on
several levels. At the scale of the body, there are two individuals who are actively joining
together by physically and spiritually connecting with one another on a very personal
level. The congregants believe that through this bodily interaction they are soliciting
intervention from the divine in order to alleviate specific problems in their lives. At a
slightly larger scale, there is the communal nature of this practice as many individuals are
collectively participating in the healing. In my experience at the church there were
approximately twenty people involved at any given time. As such, the group nature of
this religious practice provides a ‘safety in numbers’ approach that encourages those
individuals who are nervous about participating by giving them a certain sense of
security. Finally, this action takes place in the presence of the larger congregation and
even for those congregants that do not directly participate, the communal nature of this
event means that they are not simply passive spectators. Rather, they are involved in the
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process by bearing witness to a divine intervention. Accordingly, faith healing at Victory
becomes a very emotional endeavor and many in the congregation cannot help but to be
caught up in the highs and lows that are inherent with this spiritual engagement. Plus,
when congregants are actually spiritually or literally healed from whatever ails them (and
this does not have to happen immediately), this reality provides further credibility to not
only the religious practice itself, but it also imparts a confidence in the collective spiritual
power of the church and the congregation.
A second religious practice commonly conducted at this juncture of the service is
a lengthy inspirational prayer. Based on my conversations with the congregants and my
experiences at the church, this practice is specifically designed to incorporate more of an
African element to the service. Here one of the African-born congregants dressed in full
ethnic attire addresses the congregation and generally this prayer includes the use of
Glossolalia. These types of prayers are more than simple recitations from biblical
scripture. Instead, they are a rallying cry of sorts and given the underlying meaning of
Glossolalia; they are messages coming directly from the divine. During these prayers, the
congregants are standing up and many are gesticulating with their hands and arms while
collectively answering the calls of the speaker with “Amen’s”, “Praise the Lord”,
“Hallelujah’s”, and/or clapping in approval of the message being conveyed. This
extremely active spiritual engagement inspires a unique fervor in the church that is
almost palpable. Several congregants described this feeling as being ‘electric’ while
many others suggest that it is the ‘holy spirit’ filling them with good will and righteous
thoughts. A Filipino congregant said that she has become “addicted to the feeling that she
gets during these prayers” and an Irish-born congregant half-jokingly claimed that it is
“orgasmic.” This religious practice is an important element of the social integration
process at the church. By handing over the leadership role of the service to a foreign-born
congregant, the Irish-born Pastors are indicating to the congregation that the VCF and its
spiritual messages belong to every member of the church and that they are not dogmatic.
In this way, these prayers empower the foreign-born congregants and signify their
equality in the eyes of the church. At the same time, this religious practice also creates a
further distinction between the VCF and the Irish Catholic Church.
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A third commonly employed activity at the church involves the use of online
videos from outside sources. These videos are specifically employed to demonstrate to
the congregation that the ‘fight’ is not theirs alone – that others in the world are also
preaching similar messages and that through the power of Jesus, this message is growing
exponentially. Typically the videos are portions of a sermon or speech from well-known
religious figures, such as the world-renowned Pentecostal televangelist Morris Cerullo or
the founder of Christian International Europe, Dr. Sharon Stone. As such, these videos
represent the more Evangelistic practices of Victory and they are primarily utilized to
promote the participation of the congregants in Church-related events and to encourage
them to proselytize the public about the good works of the VCF.
According to Pastor Brendan, the acceptance and promotion of such an
assortment of religious beliefs and practices has significantly contributed to the ethnonational diversity of the church. When Victory was first established, Ireland did not have
a large population of migrants so this diversification of the congregation was not one of
the main objectives for the church’s creation. Today, however, Victory’s multiculturalism
is one of the first things that an outsider notices when they attend Sunday service and it is
one of the fundamental attributes that contributes to the church’s uniqueness within
Dublin’s religioscape. To be sure, there are other Christian churches in Ireland that
accommodate foreign-born migrants (see, Ugba 2009). However, these ‘immigrant’
churches are typically just that; by and large they do not incorporate many Irish-born
residents into their congregation. This is certainly not the case at Victory where there is a
mixture of Irish-born citizens and immigrants and refugees from around the world. Table
4.1 provides a brief glimpse at the diversity of the VCF by displaying the twenty-eight
nation-states where the congregants are originally from. When I discussed the
multicultural makeup of the congregation with Pastor Brendan he said,
Well, we didn’t really set out to be that. We just spoke the word of God and were
welcoming to all that came. Other churches in Ireland are not as welcoming to
people of color. Initially we were an all-Irish, all-white Church and then one
Black gospel singer wanted to join and the word spread. Now, there are more
foreigners here than native Irish.
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Table 4.1: The Birth-nations of VCF Congregants
Ireland
United Kingdom
Poland
Lithuania
Ukraine
France
Romania

Philippines
China
Vietnam
South Korea
Cambodia
India
Australia

Brazil
Canada
USA
Zimbabwe
Ghana
Gabon
Botswana

Nigeria
South Africa
Cameroon
DR Congo
Kenya
Tanzania
Uganda
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When the congregants found out that my research was on social integration and the
ethno-national diversity of their church they were very eager to share specific stories
about how the congregation is like one big multicultural family. The majority of these
examples were fairly straightforward and predictable, such as the development of
interracial friendships and/or romantic relationships. However, there were a few
comments that stood out as being unique and that contribute to the larger narrative of this
paper.
Ghanaian-born, female congregant, thirty-six-years-old
When I first arrived in Ireland I didn’t know anybody and all I did was work [as a
nurse]. I did not socialize or interact much with the people in the community.
After being reborn in Victory I now feel like I have something to contribute to
society and I try to share God’s message whenever and wherever I can.
Irish-born, female congregant, fifty-two-years-old
I was raised in the Catholic Church but like most Irish-Catholics that I know, I
really didn’t consider myself religious. Attending service was boring, like a
weekly chore. One day I came to the Victory Centre for Starbucks and decided to
try it out. That Sunday I heard a young black girl sing so beautifully about the
power of Christ that I was compelled to join the church. I love the African
influence here [at Victory]. It provides a spiritual energy that is sorely lacking in
the Irish Catholic Church.
Nigerian-born, male congregant, thirty-eight-years-old
I came to Victory a few days after I had been harassed by a group of Irish
teenagers who had thrown rocks and bottles at me and told me to ‘go back to
Africa nigger’. I was not too religious before this incident but I was questioning
whether to leave Ireland when an Irish-born neighbor convinced me to go to
Victory with him. As soon as I walked in the front doors I was embraced by an
older Irish woman and for some reason I immediately felt like I was home. As
soon as I saw how multicultural the congregation was, I knew that this was the
place that I needed to spend my time if I wanted to succeed in Ireland.
Brazilian-born, male congregant, twenty-eight-years-old
I am appalled by how the Irish society [at large] treats foreigners like myself. The
Irish at Victory do not do that, they are welcoming and kind and they helped me
learn about the city and the country when I first arrived. Something as simple as
assistance with bus routes and the Luas [i.e. light rail system in Dublin] made it so
much easier for me. Now that I have been here awhile, I try to help other
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foreigners in the same way by bringing them to Victory so that they can
experience the Ireland that I now know exists. We are all God’s children after all.
These quotes clearly demonstrate how religion can be viewed as a bridge to the social
integration process. All four of the congregants, who come from very different
backgrounds, discuss specific traits associated with the VCF and how it has contributed
to their sense of belonging within the congregation of the church. For the Ghanaian, she
has found a certain social strength in her new found religiosity which has given her the
courage to become more active within the local community. The Irish-born congregant
has embraced elements of the ethnic diversity at the church and the personal enjoyment
that she now gets while attending religious services has led to her becoming a member a
community that she might not have joined otherwise. For the Nigerian, the VCF provided
a safe space for him to escape to following a traumatic racist interaction that made him
question his place in his new home. Finally, the Brazilian congregant has used his
personal integration experiences in Ireland (i.e. negative) and at Victory (i.e. positive) as
a motivation to ‘pay it forward’ to newer migrants. And these are just four examples of
many at one church, in one city, in one country. Considering that increased human
migration throughout the world is almost certainly going to continue, it is imperative for
geographers to better understand the multiple intersections that exist between religion and
social integration. By promoting this type of research as its own strand within Kong’s
(2010: 760-762) “interface of human mobility and religion,” geographers will be better
equipped to analyze these types of interactions in the future, thereby facilitating a more
thorough dialogue.
For the majority of the congregants that I spoke to, Victory’s multiculturalism is
the most important component of the church. They view the diversity of the congregation
as something to be celebrated due to its uniqueness and its promise of future prosperity;
both in this world and the next. Some even take it a step further by stating that
ethnic/national backgrounds present at the church do not really matter in the grand
scheme of things. They argue that the Christian nation is the only nation of importance
and that God does not care where on Earth someone is born so why should they. An Irishborn female congregant said of the VCF,
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where else can you find such a diverse group of people all in one place, at one
time, and all coming together as one with the power of Jesus Christ on our side.
We are truly a righteous army rising up.
This last point refers to a common theme preached at Victory. Many times in my
experiences at the church, I heard the Pastors and the congregants refer to their
congregation as being a “Christian Army” that needs to join together to fend off those
inspired by the Devil who are intent with doing harm in the world and more specifically,
against their church and its message. In this way, the congregants have begun to see
themselves as soldiers fighting for God’s (and the Church’s) will. Numerous examples
were made that suggested that while one solider can make a difference in a war, when
soldiers unite together to form an army they are much more successful in their endeavors.
Therefore, this unification of a diverse population of individuals under the same
collective banner of religious belief forms the foundation of the VCF and to a large part it
is why social integration has been so successful within the walls of the church. However,
this construction of a Christian Army has by definition also contributed to the creation of
barriers that distinguish the congregants at the VCF from non-congregants.
In this way then, the social dichotomy constructed by religious beliefs and
practices in Dublin has further reinforced, or more accurately, created new “boundaries of
identity [between] “us” vs. “them” (Alderman and Modlin 2013: 9) and these of course
are based on “the discourses and practices of socio-spatial inclusion and exclusion”
(Alderman and Inwood 2013: 219) that are inherent in Irish society. Consequently, if this
type of research on the multiple intersections of religion and social integration is to
become a truly distinctive strand within Kong’s (2010: 760-762) “interface of human
mobility and religion”; it must discuss both sides of the identity boundary that facilitates
and perpetuates this social dichotomy.

4.6.2 Barrier
Public opposition directed towards the Victory Christian Fellowship began in the
Firhouse neighborhood of South Dublin even before the Victory Centre was completed in
2009. This multi-million Euro facility is by far the largest single building in the
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neighborhood and its ostentatious nature has caused several problems over the years
within the community. The initial concern was its physical location as the Victory Centre
is situated on a large piece of land that was previously part of the Dodder Riverbank
Park; a popular recreational space for local residents to walk alongside the scenic River
Dodder. With the construction of the facility, the size of the park has been significantly
reduced. Several of the non-congregant Firhouse residents that I spoke to told me that
they had expressed their discontent with the Centre’s construction when the facility was
being built. Many also remembered that someone had spray-painted ten-foot letters on
the construction site’s barrier wall that read “Keep God Out of Firhouse!”16 It should be
noted here that approximately 1000 feet away from the Victory Centre is the Firhouse
Parish of the Church of Our Lady of Mount Carmel. Apparently then, ‘God’ in this
context refers to the religious practices specifically associated with the VCF and not the
Catholic Church. Pastor Brendan told me that he believes this lone act of vandalism
created a precedent for how his church was later perceived by the local community.
Additionally, the timing of the building’s construction also did not help the
situation considering that the Irish economy was in the midst of the global recession and
the European debt crisis. In May 2008 when the church broke ground,17 the Irish
unemployment rate was at 5.7% and by December 2009 when the Centre officially
opened18 the unemployment rate in Ireland had more than doubled to 13%. 19 With many
families in South Dublin struggling to get by financially speaking, an Irish-born noncongregant reflected on this time period saying that, ‘here’s this monstrosity that serves
as a constant visual reminder of the wealth acquired by immigrants at the expense of the
Irish population.’ This ever-present negative public perception of the VCF by the local
community has led to many non-congregants giving the Victory Centre the nickname, the

16

Online picture of this event:
http://www.boards.ie/vbulletin/showthread.php?t=2055660864&page=45
17
Victory Church Dublin (ground breaking)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xa9Vew1UFmk
18
Week 70 Victory Centre Building, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z_GQ3dzukss
19
Seasonally Adjusted Standardised Unemployment Rates (SUR),
http://www.cso.ie/multiquicktables/quickTables.aspx?id=lrm03_lra03
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“Compound” and this moniker underscores their understanding of the Victory Christian
Fellowship as a being a type of religious cult.
I asked several of the congregants at Victory about this particular criticism and
they simply laughed it off by indicating that the people making that claim know nothing
about their church. A seventy-year-old Irish-born female congregant said,
People think we are a cult because we see the world differently than they do. This
scares them. We turned our backs to the normal way of doing things and have
created our own community here; a community in the name of Jesus. Do I think
Victory is a cult? No. If anything, it is the opposite because here we have a say in
our own ways of worship instead of being told how and when to pray like the
Catholics are. I was once one of those sheep and now I am born-again and can see
the light.
One of Victory’s harshest critics is Mike Garde who is a South-African born Theologian
with a background in cultism. Mr. Garde is the director of Dialogue Ireland, which “is an
independent trust that works to promote awareness and understanding of religious issues
and cultism in Ireland.”20 I interviewed Mr. Garde in 2013 and while he stops short at
calling Victory a cult, he does indicate that there are certain aspects of the VCF that make
it ‘cultish’. He claims that being a member of Victory ‘is like being on crack-cocaine
rather than tea’ and that it is difficult to talk to the congregants there ‘because they’re
under the influence.’ Mr. Garde’s main criticism of the VCF concerns the prosperity
gospel which he likens to a ponzi scheme that’s ‘predicated on a financial model of
interpreting reality.’ The prosperity gospel is very much a part of religious teachings at
Victory as I mentioned previously, and this message is clear right when you walk into the
Victory Centre. Adjacent to the front desk is a glass wall that has several phrases written
on it, including: ‘Give freely and become wealthy’ and ‘Be stingy and lose everything’.
Likewise, Figure 4.2 shows the tithing envelope that is used at the VCF and on the inside
is a biblical verse that states, “God loves people who love to give.” The problem here,
however, is this is a somewhat misleading use of the actual passage which in full reads,
Each of you must make up your own mind about how much to give. But don’t
feel sorry that you must give and don’t feel that you are forced to give. God loves
people who love to give. (2 Corinthians, 9:7 CEV)
20

Dialogue Ireland, https://dialogueireland.wordpress.com/
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Figure 4.2: Tithing Envelope Used at Victory Christian Fellowship – front (top left),
back (bottom left), and inside (right)
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By highlighting only the last sentence of the verse, Mr. Garde claims that the church is
providing a false message that is designed to mislead the congregants into giving more
money than they can afford. He also believes that these messages associated with the
prosperity gospel become even more dangerous when, as he elaborates, ‘you’re dealing
with the most vulnerable immigrant people who themselves are aspiring to be wealthy in
a context where they are slaving to keep ahead.’
While I personally agree with this assessment of the precarious nature of the
prosperity gospel, in truth, the practice of tithing is as old as religion itself and it is still an
accepted practice in many of the world’s religions. Additionally, and this is an important
point, congregants have a choice. They can choose to tithe if they want and/or they can
choose to leave the church if they want. No one is forcing them to do anything. Ireland,
after all, is not an authoritarian theocracy. Pastor Brendan has specifically said on
multiple occasions, both to me personally and publically during several services that I
attended, that there is no mandatory minimum percentage that a congregant must tithe.
Here Mr. Garde would argue counter to this claim suggesting that there is in fact
significant coercion in place at Victory and he gives the analogy that
it’s like falling in love rather than a brutal rape. When you fall in love gradually
you actually tend to accept violence from your loving partner much longer than
you should because you don’t know that you’re a victim anymore.
While many of the non-congregants in South Dublin share Mr. Garde’s antipathy
with the prosperity gospel, the majority of their negative connotations and stereotypes of
the VCF have to do with some of the other religious beliefs and practices at Victory; with
faith healing, glossolalia, and proselytizing being the three most frequently mentioned.
Below are several comments about the VCF from non-congregants in South Dublin:
(1) Irish-born, Roman Catholic female, thirty-two-years-old
I heard they say things like “la-ba-don, la-la-fa-la-la” in church and actually
believe they are speaking to God or that God is speaking through them. What a
bunch of loons they are. I wish they’d just leave us regular folks alone but I see
them all over Tallaght [a town in South Dublin] trying to convert people.
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(2) Nigerian-born, non-religious male, forty-years-old
I work with a few African members of that church. They are ok as long as we do
not talk about religion. I have a bum knee from an old football injury and they are
always trying to get me to go with them to get it ‘healed’ [he did air quotes when
he said this]. I might be wrong but I do believe a doctor knows more about my
knee than some Pastor does. […] These rather bizarre religious practices are
contributing to the negative reception we [i.e. African immigrants] are receiving
in Ireland.
(3) Irish-born, Roman Catholic female, twenty-eight-years-old
Did you know that they do faith healings over there? Probably have snake
charmers too. They are immigrants after all. […] The only good thing about
Victory is the Starbucks coffee. I just wish I didn’t have to worry about being
converted when I go in there.
(4) Irish-born, Roman Catholic male, sixty-two-years-old
Who knows what goes on there when we’re not looking. They are so secretive;
‘tis a bit creepy if you ask me. Most are Africans and they do all sorts of weird
things, even slaughtered a sheep once I heard. That shite has no business in
Ireland.
These comments reflect just some of the negative gossip that has developed about
Victory in South Dublin over the past several years and this rumor mill is primarily and
continually constructed by misinformation and bigotry. The first comment above
references the VCF’s use of glossolalia and evangelical-style proselytization.
Importantly, the respondent uses these religious practices to juxtapose ‘them’ from the
‘us’ that she identifies with and who she interprets as ‘regular folks’. The second
comment specifically disparages the religious practice of faith healing at Victory. Here,
the respondent could not be clearer about what he believes this means in terms of the
social integration of African migrants in Ireland as a whole. The third and fourth
comments reflect the xenophobic ignorance inherent in much of contemporary Irish
society. To my knowledge the congregants at Victory do not utilize snake charming and
have never slaughtered a sheep for religious purposes. Here I must point out the irony
concerning both of these comments. First, many Irish Catholics believe and celebrate an
ancient legend that suggests Saint Patrick banished all snakes from Ireland. In essence
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then, if you believe in a literal interpretation of this story; St. Patrick was a snake
charmer. He also was technically an immigrant having been born someplace on the island
of Great Britain (Cohen 2012). Second, the slaughter of sheep in Ireland is not only a
legitimate business done on a daily basis across the country but it has also been one of
Ireland’s most common economic activities historically speaking (ICM 2015).
The three Irish-born individuals quoted above work at various businesses in South
Dublin located near the Victory Centre and all three expressed their distaste for when
VCF congregants entered their businesses. My question to these three individuals was
how exactly did they know who was a VCF congregant and who wasn’t. Here’s one of
their responses:
You just know. First of all, most are immigrants so that sends up a red flag right
there. As for the Irish ones, they tend to act a bit funny or they’ll mention God in
their conversation with you. You think to yourself, “I’m just here to take your
food order; I don’t want to hear about your God”, but then they keep going on
about ‘praise be this’ or ‘praise be that’. It just gets annoying after awhile. I
probably shouldn’t say this and I’m not a bigot or anything but when they come in
here I hope that they don’t sit at one of my tables.
Red flag indeed.
While many of the accusations and stereotypes of the VCF and its congregants are
largely based on ignorance and/or xenophobic rhetoric, one barrier that may be too much
for the church and its congregants to overcome concerns money. In June 2013, the VCF
was evicted from the Victory Centre as the result of being over 18 million Euro in debt to
the Bank of Scotland (see Chapter 5 for more details) and the Pastors have been in-andout of the Irish Courts ever since. Following their eviction, the VCF has had to hold their
Sunday services at various hotel conference centers around Dublin. Additionally, the
Irish press has criticized the church for their fiscal irresponsibility and attacked its Pastors
for their lavish lifestyles (e.g. Gallagher 2013a; 2013b; O’Farrell 2013a; 2013b). These
revelations have caused a significant exodus from the church and the size of the
congregation has shrunk from approximately 1000 to around 400. At the church, many of
the remaining congregants wholeheartedly believe that the eviction of the VCF from the
Victory Centre, and the events that followed, was directly related to their perceived
success at building a socially integrated, multicultural religious community.
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4.7 CONCLUSION
This paper has explored numerous ways in which religious beliefs are important
components to consider when examining the social integration of migrants. On the one
hand, religion can be interpreted as being a bridge that is facilitating social integration by
creating a strong sense of belonging amongst its congregants (regardless of their place of
birth) and by encouraging foreign-born members of the church to become more active
within their new community. On the other hand, however, differences in religious beliefs
can also serve as barriers to this process, especially in a country where there is such a
strong historical connection to one specific religion; in this case, the Catholic Church in
Ireland. In this way, then, the social dichotomy constructed by religious beliefs and
practices in Dublin have further reinforced, or more accurately, established new identity
boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’ which are based on the geographies of inclusion and
exclusion that are inherent in Irish society.
In order to better understand this dichotomous relationship, the research in this
paper has concentrated on the Victory Christian Fellowship and its congregation as well
as the church’s relationship with the non-congregant members of surrounding
community. The VCF was specifically selected for this research because it represents a
unique case study given its diversity, both in terms of its assorted religious beliefs and
practices, as well as the multicultural composition of its congregation. Accordingly, the
VCF has provided a means to examine several layers of socio-spatial analysis within this
research. First, it has demonstrated how the congregation of a non-traditional Christian
church has created a distinctive collective identity that is based on their strong sense of
belonging to the church. Second, the VCF provided a way to better understand how the
varied spiritual beliefs of non-western migrants have been incorporated into an Irish-led
church and how the Irish-born congregants have facilitated and integrated many of these
‘atypical’ religious practices into their own belief structures. Third, it has revealed how
multiculturalism can be utilized to create a positive environment within the communal
setting of a church as well as how it can also exploited for the church’s benefit. Fourth,
the VCF allowed for an examination into the ways in which a non-traditional Christian
church operates within an environment that is dominated by a hegemonic religious entity.
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Finally, the ‘uniqueness’ of the religious beliefs and practices at the VCF within the
religious construct of Ireland presented the opportunity to engage with non-congregant
members of the community in order to more thoroughly comprehend how religious
differences also influence social integration.
From a theoretical standpoint, this paper has demonstrated the need for a seventh
strand of geographic research in Kong’s “interface of human mobility and religion”. As I
have previously suggested, this proposed strand should focus on components related to
the intersection(s) of religion and social integration with a significant emphasis placed on
the dual nature of this dynamic and complex process. As the research presented in this
paper has revealed, the actions, beliefs, and attitudes of the host-country and its citizens
are of equal importance to the process of social integration as those of the migrants
themselves. By recognizing this type of research as its own strand within Kong’s
interface rather than how it is currently presented – grouped together with the
architectural impacts of religious structures and the formation of religious enclaves – the
expectation is that this acknowledgment of its importance will encourage further
investigations on the topic. As more ‘traditional’ Christian denominations continue to
decline across Europe due to the growth of secularism, a dramatic increase in immigrants,
and/or other issues, it is imperative that we better understand how the religious beliefs,
values, and practices at these ‘newer’ Christian churches are contributing to processes of
social integration.
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5. DEFENDING VICTORY:
RELIGIOUS EXPRESSIONS OF TERRITORIALITY AND
COLLECTIVE IDENTITY
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5.1 ABSTRACT
In June 2013, the Victory Christian Fellowship, a non-denominational and
multicultural Church in Dublin, Ireland, was evicted from their state-of-the-art facility as
a result of being eighteen million euro in debt to the Bank of Scotland. This eviction has
caused considerable deviations to the church’s religious expressions of territoriality: the
physical space of the church, the spiritual practices preached by the church leaders, and
the actions, behaviors, and identities of the congregants. This chapter uses a
spatiotemporal approach to explore these religious expressions of territoriality before,
during, and after the church’s eviction. Ultimately, this chapter emphasizes the important
role that human territoriality plays in the identity construction of a person and a
community by explaining how and why certain adaptations made to the territoriality of
the Church have caused considerable deviations to the everyday identities of the
congregants.21

21

Possible Journal Submissions: (1) Irish Geography, (2) Geography of Religions and
Belief Systems Journal, (3) Journal of Contemporary Religion, (4) Religion, Identity, and
Politics, (5) Space and Culture, (6) GeoJournal
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5.2 INTRODUCTION
“If we were in Texas, we’d probably be armed with guns.”
The above statement was made by a Nigerian-born, Irish-citizen congregant of the
Victory Christian Fellowship (VCF) in Dublin, Ireland on 02 June 2013. During the
service that had just concluded, the congregation was informed that the church was 18
million Euros in debt to the Bank of Scotland (BOS) – and later, they would learn that the
Pastors themselves personally owed the BOS an additional 2 million. Unable to pay these
debts in full, the BOS sent in receivers to take possession of the church’s property.
However, before they were eventually evicted, the church and its congregants did not
surrender without fight. Rather, they desperately defended what they believed was an
illegal and unholy attack against their church and their collective religious beliefs. During
this time period, the various outside pressures placed on the church by the BOS, the Irish
judicial system, as well as the negative backlash by the Irish press and the South Dublin
community where the church is located, significantly altered the territoriality of the VCF,
which in turn has had a lasting effect on the identities of the congregants.
Historically, much of the geographic research concerning territoriality has focused
on questions related to the international system of nation-states and/or the individual
nation-states themselves (see, Johnston 2001: 684) and according to Jordan (1998: 1), this
“analysis seldom went beyond the institutional level”. John Agnew’s influential
‘territorial trap’ (1994) challenged these traditional notions of territory (and territoriality)
and in so doing, provided “alternative ways in which the understanding and analysis of
territory could be constructed [by suggesting the] need to expand our horizons and
understand the muti-faceted dimensions of territory – treating it not just as a tangible,
fixed object, but equally as a symbolic (identity) and flexible construct of social and
political power” (Newman 2010: 773). In this sense then, territory is more than simply a
container – a bounded social space – whereby one actor (e.g. a state) exerts its control on
the functions, behaviors, and identities located within. Rather, there is a multitude of
interrelated components that all interact with each other to shape our conceptions of that
specific territory. Consequently, recent geographic discussions (see, Storey 2012; Inwood
2011; Delaney 2005) have suggested that territoriality can be utilized to explain social
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behaviors and collective identities at geographic scales much smaller than the nation-state
(e.g. Moreau and Alderman 2011; Radil et al. 2010; Holligan and Deuchar 2009; Boal
2008). As such, this paper extends upon these current understandings by further
analyzing how collective identities at smaller geographic scales are (re)constructed
through processes of territorialization. Additionally, while the concept of territoriality has
been used before to discuss religious topics: such as, the formation and development of
Christianity (Sack 1986); Muslim/Jewish relations in Palestine/Israel (Storey 2012); and,
Catholic/Protestant relations in Northern Ireland (O’Dochartaigh 2011; Graham and Nash
2006); a lacuna exists within the literature concerning religious expressions of
territoriality at an individual church and how this influences the collective identity
formation of its congregants.
One can easily make the argument that religion as a cultural system can, to a
certain degree, be defined by its approach to and implementation of, territoriality. It is
undoubtedly one of the major themes of the geographic study of religion (Stump 2008:
19). Indeed, religious expressions of territoriality constitute a fundamental feature in how
religious communities interact with(in) society at large and how religious beliefs and
practices are integrated “into the structures of daily existence” (ibid: 24). It is through
these expressions where the sacred space meets the secular space and often this meeting
place is, or has the potential to be, contentious. Considering the contemporary resurgence
of (public) religion in many societies across the globe, it is imperative that we more
thoroughly comprehend how certain individuals and groups form collective attachments
to their religious community and, perhaps more importantly, how they interact (or not)
with non-members. Here I contend that it has become more significant to understand the
workings of smaller religious entities rather than the religion as a whole. Gone are the
days (if these days ever truly existed) when an individual’s religious identity
could/should be broadly labeled using one large category such as Christian, Muslim,
Hindu, Buddhist, etc. Rather, within each of these global religions there are numerous
denominations, sects, and/or other smaller divisions that are so different from one another
that it would be unwise to simply give a religious adherent a blanket identity based solely
on the constructs of the larger belief system. Our analysis must therefore go beyond this
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institutional level if we are to obtain any real understanding about the construction of
collective religious identity and the territorial processes that help shape it. Consequently,
this paper maintains that expressions of territoriality are a crucial component to consider
when examining the collective identity construction of a religious community. Many of
these expressions are difficult to acknowledge at first glance because they have become
so engrained within the very fabric of the community that they have become banal, the
norm, the accepted way of day-to-day life. And, just like other mundane characteristics of
the everyday, these expressions typically go unnoticed until they are challenged;
specifically by outsiders of the community.
The research for this paper was conducted over a three-year period (2012-2014)
and includes ten-weeks of field work at the Victory Christian Fellowship in Dublin,
Ireland. Qualitative research methods were selected for this study, rather than
quantitative, because of the nature of the research. Simply put, issues and beliefs
concerning the contested notions of (collective) identity associated with territoriality are
not easily quantifiable. Moreover, as Denzin and Lincoln (1998:8) suggest, qualitative
research emphasizes “the socially constructed nature of reality”. This notion is an
important element to the larger argument of this paper because it allows us to envision
territoriality for what it truly is; a human construct designed to exercise “power over
people through its control of a bounded space” (Johnston 2001: 684).

Once this

understanding has been established, it is possible for us to deconstruct these boundaries
and analyze the various components that attempt to hold it all together.
This paper begins with a brief socio-historical context that explains the recent
demographic changes in Ireland as a result of increased immigration and how this has
impacted the religious landscape of the country. This new multicultural reality in Ireland
has significantly shaped the collective identity formation of the congregants at the
Victory Christian Fellowship. Next, a more theoretical discussion is provided that further
elaborates on the ways in which territoriality is implemented and how it influences the
construction of collective identities and religious expressions. Subsequently, the
remainder of the article utilizes a spatiotemporal approach to examine the religious and
physical changes that occurred before, during, and after the church’s eviction. Exploring
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religious expressions of territoriality using this spatiotemporal approach allows us to
witness how specific territorial changes have shaped the individual and collective
identities of the congregation over the course of three years. Ultimately, then, this paper
emphasizes the important role that territoriality plays in the identity construction of a
person and a community by explaining how and why certain adaptations made to the
territoriality of the church have caused considerable deviations to the everyday identities
of the congregants.

5.3 IRELAND: MIGRATION AND RELIGION
Historically, the Republic of Ireland has been a nation of emigrants. However,
beginning in the early 1990s this changed significantly as the Irish economy went
through a radical transformation triggered by rapid economic growth, earning the country
the nickname – the ‘Celtic Tiger’ (Donovan and Murphy 2013). This development
created an increased demand for workers making Ireland an attractive destination for
immigrants from around the world (Fanning 2002; 2009; 2011). Currently, approximately
seventeen percent of the total population in the Republic of Ireland is foreign born
(Central Statistics Office 2011). This dramatic demographic shift has quickly transformed
Ireland from a perceived homogenous monoculture into a heterogeneous multicultural
society (Fanning 2002).
A central component of Irish identity is religious belief, specifically Catholicism,
(Fanning 2002; Graham 1997; Kenny 1997) and one significant change that has occurred
as a result of immigration has been a decrease in the percentage of the population that is
Catholic. Before the 1990s, this percentage was never below 92% of the total population
but since then it has steadily declined and according to the 2011 Census, the Republic of
Ireland is now only 84% Catholic. While there are many factors that can certainly
influence religious affiliations, the correlation between the increase in immigrants and the
decline in Catholic affiliation is apparent when you consider that approximately 48% of
non-Irish immigrants living in Ireland are non-Catholic, and immigrants from Asia and
Africa are even more likely to be non-Catholic, 70% and 77% respectively.
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In addition to religious purposes, many immigrants in Ireland attend church
because they view it as an important bridge that links them with the larger society (e.g.
Ugba 2009; Passarelli 2012). Based on my research, for many immigrants, the church is
their most important social outlet outside of work and the home. Additionally, it is also
one of the only ‘safe’ opportunities that they have in their everyday lives to significantly
interact with others from different ethnic/national backgrounds. For many of the
immigrants that I spoke with, religious belief trumps everything else and there is a
comfort and openness in these multicultural interactions within the confines of their
congregation. Similar sentiments were shared to me by the Irish-born members of the
church as well. However, Irish-born non-congregants in the South Dublin neighborhood
where the church is located have different views of the church and those who worship
there. For many of them, the Victory Christian Fellowship is a type of religious cult.
Many of these topics will be discussed in more detail below given their importance to the
religious expressions of territoriality and the collective identity of the church.

5.4 TERRITORIALITY: COLLECTIVE IDENTITY & RELIGIOUS
EXPRESSIONS
Territoriality is defined by Robert David Sack (1986: 19) as “the attempt by an
individual or group to affect, influence, or control people, phenomena and relationships
by delimiting and asserting control over a geographic area.” Building on this definition,
Agnew (2000: 824; emphasis included) explains that, “[t]erritoriality is put into practice
through the following mechanisms: (1) popular acceptance of the classifications of space
(e.g. ‘ours’ versus ‘yours’); (2) communication of a sense of place (where territorial
markers and boundaries have meanings); and (3) enforcing control over space (by means
of surveillance, policing and legitimation).” As previously mentioned in the introduction,
much of the historic geographic research concerning territoriality was focused on nationstates and/or the nation-state system. Agnew (2008: 10) believes that this tendency “to
associate territoriality only with statehood is” a profound mistake. As such, Agnew would
likely agree with Johnston (2001: 684) who points out that Sack’s “theory has a much
wider import for studies of individual and group behavior at a variety of scales.”
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Unlike many ordinary places, territories require constant effort to establish and
maintain. Indeed, as Delaney (2005: 16-17) correctly explains, “[t]erritorializations are
the expressions of power, and of how power is manifested in the material world. […] Not
every enclosed space is a territory. What makes an enclosed space a territory is, first, that
it signifies, and, second, that the meanings it carries or conveys refer to or implicate
social power.” Therefore, when territoriality is used to examine the formation and
preservation of collective identities at smaller geographic scales, Jordan (1998:4-5)
explains that it “is often associated with a sense of familiarity, attachment and safety” and
“the psychological aspect of territoriality is closely related to the human need to maintain
a sense of having a stable identity.” Jordan (1998:9) continues, suggesting that
Membership in a collective enables the members to establish a common identity
that is more stable and powerful than the identities of the individual members on
their own. The more distinct the identity of the group, the easier it is for the
individual to have access to a stable identity through group membership. Only
some collectives […] have a decidedly territorial aspect. [These] territoriallydefined collectives offer an additional advantage compared to other [types] of
collectives, because geographical boundaries are more tangible and distinct than
other types of boundaries. Territorially-defined collectives may [also] have an
added attraction to persons with incompletely consolidated personal identities.
Consequently, it is important to take into account, as Paasi (1998: 81) writes, that
“collective identity is not generated naturally but is socially constructed and produced by
the social construction of boundaries. The meanings of boundaries are thus underlined by
the fact that identities are produced through boundaries. They become part of the
collective identities, shared memories and the sense of continuity between [members].”
While tangible boundaries are certainly important in the territorial process, other
symbolic identity markers such as patterns of behavior, values, clothing, rituals, etc. also
play an important role in human territoriality. These symbolic markers help to
communicate a sense of place which ultimately gives tangible boundaries meaning.
Additionally, these symbolic identity markers are also boundaries in and of themselves
because they further establish classifications which can be easily communicated to others.
A religious concept of territoriality, therefore, influences the multiple ways in
which religious practices and/or beliefs construct both individual and collective identities
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and also how these identities interact with(in) the society at large. Naturally, examples of
this can be witnessed across the world at a range of geographic scales. At a global level,
religious expressions of territoriality include the international missionary activity of
Christians, and/or the concept of Dar al-Islam, which translates as the ‘home of Islam’
and represents the places around the world where Islam is the majority religion and where
Muslims are free to practice without fear of persecution. At a national scale, religious
expressions of territoriality influence debates about whether prayer should be allowed in
public schools (e.g. Sneed 2014) and/or if a society’s laws should be dictated by the laws
of a religion (e.g. Milani and Waismel-Manor 2014; Devlin 2013). In the United States in
recent years, annual arguments about Christmas displays on public land have raged backand-forth with some even going as far as to refer to it as a “War on Christmas” (e.g.
Stableford 2014; Terkel 2013; Moore 2012). France’s banning of face coverings in public
spaces (e.g. Gauthier-Villars and Forelle 2010) is similarly contentious and equally
entangled in notions of territoriality. This 2010 law, which was recently upheld by the
European Court of Human Rights in July 2014 (e.g. Willsher 2014), has unofficially been
referred to as the headscarf ban because it is seen as directly attacking a Muslim woman’s
right to wear an article of clothing in public that some believe is an obligatory article of
faith (e.g. Zerouala 2014). Here the intersection(s) between territoriality, religious
identity, and society is clearly evident. An example at a smaller geographic scale, as
Stump (2008: 25) explains, is “the constitution of gendered spaces within traditional
Islamic house forms, and its role in the creation of gendered subcultures, illustrates
control over the meaning and use of space at the scale of the home. [While the] public use
of the veil by Muslim women as a means of defining and protecting personal space can
similarly be understood as an expression of territoriality at the scale of the body.”
It is important to point out that not all religious expressions of territoriality are
contentious. For example, in many cities that have a large population of Orthodox Jews,
eruv boundaries are commonly constructed to allow adherents the ability to carry certain
items from private to public domains on the Sabbath and other holy days. Similarly, a
Shinto gate known as a Torii separates the sacred space of a Shinto shrine from the
profane spaces of the everyday world. These territorial markers dictate how an adherent
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can or should behave within certain spaces and/or how individuals or groups identify
with those spaces. For example, at the Harmandir Sahib (commonly referred to as the
Golden Temple), which is the holiest Sikh Gurdwara and located in Amritsar, India,
adherents and non-adherents alike are required to follow certain rules before entering the
temple.22 Here, control is enforced through the communication of rules within the
boundaries of a specific geographic area. This is no different than the rules concerning
the enforced dress code at St. Peter’s Basilica in Vatican City23 or the exclusion of all
non-Muslims from Mecca’s city limits.24 While these last few examples represent vary
specific sacred spaces, these same concepts also filters down to the level of everyday life.
Over time, these expressions of religious territoriality become engrained in the collective
identity of a religious community and contribute to a congregants sense of belonging.
Given this broad overview of examples of religious expressions of territoriality, it
becomes apparent that, as Storey (2012: 27) emphasizes by referencing Paasi (2008),
a number of important dimensions of social life and social power are brought
together through territoriality. There is a material component such as land [and
the objects located on it], there is a functional element associated with the control
of, or the attempts to control [or influence], space, and there is also a symbolic
component association with people’s social identity.
For the purpose of this paper, we can equate the material component as (1) the physical
space of the church; the functional element as (2) the religious practices preached by the
church leaders; and the symbolic/social element as (3) the actions, behaviors, and
identities of the congregants. These three categories, which I refer to as the dimensions of
religious territoriality (see figure 5.1), assist with our understanding of how territoriality
influences the construction of (collective) identities and will shape the following
discussion that examines the religious expressions of territoriality and their effect on the
collective identity of the congregants at the VCF.
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Figure 5.1: The Dimensions of Religious Territoriality (photos provided with
permission from the VCF)
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5.5 DEFENDING VICTORY
This section of the paper examines the events that occurred at the Victory
Christian Fellowship from 2012 – 2014. The discussion utilizes a spatiotemporal
approach and will be divided into three sub-sections that each explores a different time
period for the church: before, during, and after the church’s eviction.

5.5.1 Before the Eviction
The Victory Christian Fellowship (VCF) is a self-described full gospel nondenominational Christian church that is welcoming to “people from every country, every
creed, and every tradition.”25 Religiously speaking, Victory has a variety of beliefs and
practices – many of them cherry-picked from other Christian denominations. This
mixture includes evangelicalism, Pentecostalism, revivalism, fundamentalism and
charismatic Christianity. At most services there are faith healings, it is very common to
see people speaking in tongues (i.e. glossolalia), and the congregants often refer to
themselves as being born-again Christians. Victory is also tied to the controversial
prosperity gospel which claims that if an individual is willing to provide tithes to the
Church, then God will reward them with earthly and heavenly prosperity. In short: the
more you give the more you receive. According to the Pastors, there is no specific
monetary figure that a congregant must give; however, in June 2013 and June 2014,
several members of the Irish press informed me directly that the mandatory minimum
tithe at Victory is 10% of a congregant’s annual income.
The VCF was established by Irish-born Pastors Brendan Hade and his wife Shelia
in 1988 in the living room of their Dublin home. As the numbers of congregants
increased, the Hades began to rent rooms at local hotels, then a building in the Dublin
City Centre, and finally, in 2009, they built a 6,000 sq. meter conference center in
suburban Dublin valued (initially) at over 12 million Euros (Meehan 2010). In addition to
having a 1,100-seat auditorium, the Victory Centre as it is known (see Figure 5.2), also
includes a 200-seat theater, three multi-purpose conference rooms, the River Bank
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Figure 5.2: The Victory Centre (photo by N. Conner)
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Restaurant, a Starbucks café, a milkshake counter, a TV studio, a day care center, a teen
room called the ‘hang-out’, and various other amenities.
As indicated in Figure 5.3, the Victory Centre is located in a South Dublin
suburban neighborhood called Firhouse. The complex itself is situated on a seven-acre
site in a shallow ravine adjacent to the River Dodder and it is entirely enclosed by
wrought iron fencing with a gated entrance on its southeast corner. In the summer of
2012, this gate remained open on a daily basis and the public had access to the facility
and the various businesses located inside. In fact, my initial visit to the facility was
actually for the Starbucks café and the free wifi service. At the time, I had no idea that the
building was used primarily as a church, I simply thought that it was a community center.
When I entered the facility, I was cordially greeted by members of the VCF staff and
when they heard my American accent they provided me with a complimentary cup of
coffee. This was exactly how many of the congregants that I spoke to later on in my
research were initially drawn to Victory. For example, a Kenyan-born congregant halfjokingly told me that he ‘came in for the coffee and stayed for the Christianity.’ While
reading several of the brochures and flyers that were located near the front entrance, I
quickly realized what I had stumbled into. Behind where I was sitting, I overheard a
mother speaking to her two young children in a language that I did not recognize at first,
but later learned it was Ebo, the language of the Igbo people from southern Nigeria.
Moreover, that same afternoon I heard people speaking several additional non-English
languages: Brazilian Portuguese, Polish, and Tagalog (i.e. Filipino). While I was leaving
the Victory Centre on this first visit, there were a dozen or so children outside playing
football (soccer) in the Centre’s recreational field located to the southwest of the main
building. This in itself was not surprising, but the fact that they appeared to be from
several different ethnic backgrounds was very intriguing to me. Apparently, the Victory
Centre was a multicultural hub in the middle of suburban Dublin.
For many VCF congregants, the grandiose nature of the Victory Centre
represented the notion that the VCF had been successful in its religious endeavors. After
all, how many churches in Ireland have a Starbucks café and a restaurant inside their
lobby? Indeed, some congregants actually believed that God provided this building to
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Figure 5.3: The location of the Victory Centre (maps made by N. Conner)
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them in order to personally and collectively reward them for their dedicated service to the
church and the continuation and promotion of ‘His’ teachings. Additionally, the Victory
Centre was viewed as a second home by many of the congregants – a safe space. It is
where they felt the most comfortable and where they could best interact with other
likeminded individuals. Before the eviction, the territoriality employed at the Victory
Centre itself could easily be overlooked considering it had been operating under the banal
circumstances of day-to-day life. While the boundaries of the Victory Centre were clearly
demarcated by wrought iron fencing that completely surrounded the facility, the one and
only gated entrance remained open at all times and the front doors of the building were
unlocked. This implied that the Victory Centre, and more specifically the VCF, was open
and accommodating to outsiders.
Yet, there was still the popular acceptance within the larger community that this
space belonged to the church and that once you entered through those gates you were on
their ‘territory’ and could be subjected to their religious beliefs. Many non-congregant
members of the community that I spoke to were wary of visiting the Starbucks café at the
Victory Centre as a result. Unlike visiting a ‘normal’ Starbucks café in downtown
Dublin, for example, where there would be a certain anonymity that existed along with
the understanding that an individual could go to simply enjoy a cup of coffee, many
visitors to the Starbucks within the Victory Centre did not have this same outlook. In this
way, the enforcement of control was not necessarily through combative means but rather,
through the knowledge that there was a religious presence involved – ‘watching’ you at
all times.
In many ways, the Victory Centre is ‘out of place’ in the Firhouse community.
Speaking strictly about the physical space that it occupies, the Victory Centre is the
largest single building in the neighborhood. Additionally, it occupies land that was once
part of the Dodder Riverbank Park, which is a popular outdoor recreational area for the
local residents. Many of the non-congregant members of the Firhouse community were
against the construction of the facility from the very beginning. To this point, in 2009
when the Victory Centre was being built, someone spray-painted “Keep God Out of
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Firhouse!” in 10-foot letters on the construction barrier wall.26 This territorial marker
clearly communicated a message of exclusion to the new tenants and Pastor Brendan
believes that this one event set a precedent for how the community classified the Church
and its congregants after the building was completed. During several conversations that I
had with non-congregant members of the community, they referred to the Victory Centre
as the “compound” and this term was used specifically to reference their belief that the
VCF is a religious cult.
The typical Sunday service at the VCF is approximately two hours long. When
you walk into the main 1,100 seat auditorium, you immediately notice the large moveable
camera crane adjacent to a stage that appears to be designed more for a music concert
rather than a religious service (see Figure 5.4). I later learned that these two things are not
mutually exclusive. For the first thirty minutes or so the choir/band performs three or four
songs, complete with flashing strobe lights, smoke machines, video projections on the
walls, loud music, and of course, people dancing. Following this is the main sermon and
the Pastor preaches for around forty-five minutes on average. Next is the tithe collection.
The choir returns to the stage and performs a slow and solemn song while large buckets
are passed down each aisle for the congregants to place their enveloped-filled offerings
into. Subsequently, one of several things happens. There could be a communal faith
healing where the Pastors and select members of the congregation go up to the front of
the auditorium and place their hands upon other congregants while praying together in
order to alleviate whatever is troubling them. According to Pastor Brendan, the healing of
back problems is their specialty. A second common occurrence is for one of the
congregants to speak to the audience. Typically this is one of the African-born
congregants in full ethnic attire. This individual begins with several inspirational words
and prayers, and in my experience at the church, it usually includes glossolalia (i.e. the
speaking in tongues). A third example that I witnessed was the playing of an online video
from a recent or famous sermon. In my experience, this included videos of Morris
Cerullo, a famous Pentecostal televangelist, and Dr. Sharon Stone who is the founder of
26
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Figure 5.4: The beginning of a service at the Victory Centre (photo by N. Conner)
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Christian International Europe. Afterwards, the service ends with one or two upbeat,
faith-induced songs by the choir.
There are three Pastors at the VCF: Brendan Hade, his wife Shelia Hade, and
Gerry Byrne. However, Pastor Brendan (see Figure 5.5) is viewed as the main or senior
Pastor and the one that conducts the majority of the Sunday services. One Irish-born
congregant said that she considers Brendan to be the church’s Father, while Shelia is its
Mother, and Gerry is the eccentric Uncle. When I first met Pastor Brendan he was
extremely welcoming and he had no hesitation in allowing me to conduct my research on
social integration at the VCF. In fact, the diversity of the church is one of the things that
he actively promotes and one of the accomplishments that he is most proud of. When I
asked him about the history of the VCF concerning its multicultural makeup he said,
Well, we didn’t really set out to be that. We just spoke the word of God and were
welcoming to all that came. Other churches in Ireland are not as welcoming to
people of color. Initially we were an all-Irish, all-white church and then one Black
gospel singer wanted to join and the word spread. Now, there are more foreigners
here than native Irish.
There are, or rather, there were, approximately 1000 congregants at Victory (700
adults, 300 children), making it one of the largest churches of its kind in Ireland.
Members of the VCF include a mixture of Irish-born citizens and recently arrived
immigrants and refugees from all over the world. According to Pastor Brendan, there are
at least twenty-eight different nationalities (listed in Table 5.1) at the church with a large
percentage of the congregants coming from African and Asian countries. For the Irishborn congregants, many joined the VCF because they had grown despondent with the
lack of religiosity in the (Irish) Catholic Church while others chose to leave because they
were appalled by the numerous child abuse scandals. For the foreign-born congregants, I
was told several different reasons for joining the VCF but the two most common were:
(1) that the (Irish) Catholic Church was too antiquated and the VCF offered an attractive
alternative to fulfill their spiritual needs, and (2) because of their national, ethnic, and/or
racial identity, they did not feel welcomed at other churches in Ireland.
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Figure 5.5: Pastor Brendan Hade (photo provided with permission from the VCF)
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Table 5.1: Birth-nations of the congregants at the VCF
Ireland

China

USA

Nigeria

United Kingdom

Vietnam

Canada

Cameroon

France

Cambodia

Brazil

South Africa

Poland

South Korea

Zimbabwe

DR Congo

Lithuania

Philippines

Botswana

Kenya

Ukraine

India

Gabon

Uganda

Romania

Australia

Ghana

Tanzania
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For many of the congregants, the only nation that truly matters is the Christian
‘nation’ and to say that there is active social integration occurring within the walls of the
church would be an understatement (see, Chapter Four). The VCF is a remarkable place
given the recent rise of racism and discrimination directed towards immigrants in Ireland.
For example, here is a quote from a thirty-eight-year-old Nigerian-born male congregant:
I came to Victory a few days after I had been harassed by a group of Irish
teenagers who had thrown rocks and bottles at me and told me to ‘go back to
Africa nigger’. I was not too religious before this incident but I was questioning
whether to leave Ireland when an Irish-born neighbor convinced me to go to
Victory with him. As soon as I walked in the front doors I was embraced by an
older Irish woman and for some reason I immediately felt like I was home. As
soon as I saw how multicultural the congregation was, I knew that this was the
place that I needed to spend my time if I wanted to succeed in Ireland.
As this comment references, the church represents a safe haven for many migrants. It is a
place where they are free to be themselves without fear of reprisals or pressures from the
outside world. Additionally, the strong collective identity that many congregants have has
directly translated into them becoming more confident in their daily lives, as indicated by
this statement from a thirty-six-year-old Ghanaian-born female congregant:
When I first arrived in Ireland I didn’t know anybody and all I did was work [as a
nurse]. I did not socialize or interact much with the people in the community.
After being reborn in Victory I now feel like I have something to contribute to
society and I try to share God’s message whenever and wherever I can.
And for many of the congregants, both Irish- and foreign-born, their sense of belonging
to the church is directly tied to the multiculturalism of this community. However, I also
believe that this same conception of Victory representing a large multicultural population
has frightened many non-congregants and has contributed to the VCF being considered a
cult by the outside community. While the congregants themselves were welcoming
towards outsiders, at least before the eviction that is, they also knew what the perception
of them was beyond the boundaries of the church. Critics against the VCF such as
Dialogue Ireland,27 which “is an independent trust” that monitors “religious issues and
cultism in Ireland”, have grown in recent years, especially following the construction of
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the Victory Centre in 2009, and even more so during and immediately after their eviction
in 2013. When I first interacted with the congregants at the VCF, I asked them why so
many outsiders thought that they were a cult. A seventy-year-old Irish-born woman
responded by saying,
People think we are a cult because we see the world differently than they do. This
scares them. We turned our backs to the normal way of doing things and have
created our own community here; a community in the name of Jesus. Do I think
Victory is a cult? No. If anything, it is the opposite because here we have a say in
our own ways of worship instead of being told how and when to pray like the
Catholics are. I was once one of those sheep and now I am born-again and can see
the light.
The congregants at Victory are very active within the church. In addition to
attending Sunday services, many also attend weekly pray meetings and/or other events
held at the church during the week. Moreover, many also participate with the church’s
evangelical community outreach activities, including singing at public spaces (e.g.
shopping centers), visiting hospitals, nursing homes, and refugee centers. Many openly
proselytize, however, before their eviction this was not a major action employed by the
congregants given the already large size of their congregation. With that said, on my first
few visits to the church, several congregants tried to convince me that I should become
‘born-again’ and according to a Filipino-born male congregant, I needed to ‘join the
righteous army rising up.’
Territoriality is ultimately about the control and manipulation of power over a
certain geographic space and the people within it. Here we can view this functional
element of territoriality being influenced most directly by the religious practices preached
by the church leaders. Before the eviction, Victory had, on the surface, a very open and
syncretic belief structure that included components from many other Christian
denominations. The decision to allow this diverse mixture of religious practices was done
deliberately on the part of the Pastors. While they gave the appearance of being open and
accommodating to the religious practices and beliefs of others, as well as actively
promoting the ethno-national diversity of the church, for the Pastors, it was about getting
people in the door and keeping them there. Under this guise, the Pastors approached their
church as if it was a business which is why they were later given the nickname “Pastor-
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Preneurs” by the local press (O’Farrell 2013a: 32). However, many of the congregants
were oblivious to the shady business practices going on at the church and they completely
bought into the spiritual messages being preached; quite literally in fact given the
prosperity gospel that was promoted. Mike Garde, who is the director of Dialogue
Ireland and one of Victory’s main critics, believes that Pastor Brendan’s charismatic
nature regarding his pastoral duties has created a dangerous situation at Victory from a
spiritual perspective. While Mr. Garde doesn’t go as far as saying that the VCF is a
religious cult, he does make the claim that many of their religious practices are cultish;
specifically the prosperity gospel which he refers to as a ponzi scheme that is “predicated
on a financial model of interpreting reality.” For Mr. Garde, talking to a VCF congregant
is difficult “because they’re under the influence” of Pastor Brendan which he likens to
“being on crack-cocaine rather than tea.”

5.5.2 During the Eviction
On 02 June, 2013, Pastor Brendan informed the congregants that the Bank of
Scotland was attempting to evict the church from the Victory Centre by changing the
locks on the doors and that these actions, according to him, were “not legal in the name
of Jesus.” He explained that whenever a church is persecuted it gets stronger and he
repeatedly told the congregants that the church did not break any laws or do anything
wrong. That it was the BOS that had broken its promises to the church. Pastor Brendan
encouraged everyone to stand up and unite together as a ‘Christian Army’ that will
defend the church and fight back against the bankers, who he referred to as being ‘Devil’s
in suits.’ He also made several jingoistic references to the historic relationship between
the Irish and the British, with the Irish being the poor tenants and the British being the
greedy landlords. Here, Pastor Brendan was not only speaking directly to the Irish-born
congregants but also to many of the foreign-born members of the church that were
originally from a country that has had a similar historical relationship with a colonial
power. In this way then, I believe he was attempting to further unite the congregation as
one by providing a ‘shared’ historical experience. Reaching the culmination of his
sermon, Pastor Brendan received a standing ovation when he said,
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Now, the enemy is at the gate [and] we’re ready to fight! […] People in this
nation are looking for someone to stand up to these people. And the church is
going to do it. Can I have an Amen!? Our forefathers, in this nation and I’m sure
in other nations here this morning. Our forefathers fought eviction. They fought as
best as they could. But they fought in their own strengths. Now here we are today
and there are more evictions. But we’re not fighting in our own strengths this
time. We’re fighting in the name of our Lord Jesus, the Lord of Hope! The all
powerful one! The one who said, I’ll fight the battle! I’ll win the victory!
Hallelujah! Whoo!
Towards the end of the sermon, Pastor Brendan made two appeals to the congregants.
First, he encouraged them to be generous with their weekly tithe. He said, ‘We need a
war chest. We have to have the finances to do battle.’ Second, he urged the congregants,
if possible, to volunteer their time to protect the church. This caused the church to go into
defensive mode with the congregants forming 24/7 make-shift security squads to ensure
that the receivers from the BOS did not enter the premises and change the locks on the
building.
Before I discuss these events in more detail, I first need to provide a bit of
background in terms of why the BOS was going to evict the church in the first place. For
many years, the VCF ran several centers throughout Dublin that were specifically
designed to accommodate refugees in Ireland. For this they were given a charitable status
in Ireland and were paid millions of Euros from the state each year – making the church
one of the biggest providers of asylum-seeker accommodations in the country. For
example, in 2004 alone the VCF received 2.5 million Euros to provide accommodations
for 240 refugees (Gallagher 2013a) and over a ten-year period, the State remunerated
over 16 million Euros (O’Farrell 2013a). Here, I must also mention that many of the
residents in these accommodations were encouraged to become congregants of the
church. This not only provided the VCF with additional financial support by means of
tithes and other monetary donations, but as their congregation grew in size to become one
of the biggest churches of its kind in Ireland, it also led to the church having increased
social power and influence. For example, Ugba (2009: 122) explains that other migrantorientated churches, specifically African-led Pentecostal churches in Dublin, sought and
“received advice and guidance” from the Victory Christian Fellowship on a number of
different financially related issues, such as “how to register the church” with the state.

154

However, as part of their charity status, the VCF was not supposed to benefit
financially and yet they were running several businesses within their properties, including
the previously mentioned Starbucks café and the River Bank Restaurant at the Victory
Centre. As a result, when the state found out about these commercial enterprises the VCF
lost their charitable status. What about the estimated 1 million Euros (Gallagher 2013a)
they received in tithes and donations each year you ask? Well the Pastors have stated
many times that they provide their services at the church for free, including directly to the
congregation on several occasions. However, “because the centre is run as a charitable
trust” as O’Farrell (2013a) explains, “no public accounts are filed or made publically
available and it is impossible to see how the centre’s donations are spent. One thing is
clear, though. They were not being spent – or they were not sufficient – to repay the
millions owed to Bank of Scotland.” Therefore, in late May 2013 the BOS sent in
receivers to take possession of the church’s property.
When I arrived at the Victory Centre on Sunday 02 June 2013, a year after I had
first made contact with the Church, I walked into the complex and had to pass by two
men who appeared to be guarding the half-opened gated entrance. At the time, I didn’t
think anything of it because I had no idea what was going on, so I said hello and
continued down the ravine towards the main building. When I opened the front doors,
there were no congregants there to greet me as I entered, like there had been the year
prior. Rather, there were two men with walkie-talkies who immediately began to
interrogate me, asking who I was and what I was doing there. I told them my name and
when I realized that this wasn’t enough, I informed them that I was an American Ph.D.
student visiting the church to conduct research on social integration and that this had been
approved by Pastor Hade. They contacted the Pastor via the walkie-talkies and after a few
minutes he came out into the lobby and vouched for me. He seemed a bit flustered and he
asked me if I knew what was happening. After I stated my ignorance, he said, ‘well
you’re in for a real treat, it should make an interesting chapter for your research. I’ll have
them [pointing to the church staff] make sure to make you a copy of the DVD from
today’s service’ and he promptly walked away without another word. Still unclear about
what was going on, about ten minutes later I recognized a Brazilian-born congregant that
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I had met the year prior and he filled me in on what was happening to the best of his
knowledge.
At the end of the service that I summarized at the beginning of this section, the
choir/band sang Chris Tomlin’s popular contemporary Christian song Our God that
includes the verse, ‘And if our God is for us, Then who could ever stop us, And if our
God is with us, Then what can stand against?’ While they were singing this verse, almost
the entire congregation raised one hand up in the air. For someone like myself who was
not familiar with hand-raising at churches, and given the militancy of the sermon that I
had just heard, my mind immediately went to the Nazi salute. This thought was given
even more credence when the final prayer of the service was given by a Nigerian-born
female congregant who referenced another contemporary Christian song by the band
Jesus Culture. She said, ‘There’s a Christian Army rising up and today, it is rising up for
Victory!’
For the next two weeks at the Victory Centre, the congregants became this
Christian Army and acted like they were a military police force by forming roving patrols
to monitor the perimeter of the church’s grounds around the clock in an increasing
militant manner. Here, the territoriality at the Victory Centre was clearly evident and the
physical space of the church went into lock-down mode and it did actually resemble a
‘compound’ of sorts. The half-opened gated entrance was guarded by at least two sentries
at all times, and cars were also placed in front to act as a barricade; at one point up to 40
of them (Garde 2013). Additionally, German Shepherds were also used to stop the
receivers from entering the premises (O’Farrell 2013b). During this time period, visitors
to the facility (e.g. me) were interrogated about their presence in the attempt to keep any
and all outsiders from entering the grounds and the businesses inside were essentially
shut down and not available for public access. This strategic lock-down of the church
implied a physical attack against the church was imminent. Given the understanding that
the Victory Centre was viewed by many congregants as a second home, it only stands to
reason that they would actively try to defend it by whatever means necessary.
Consequently, this assertive territorial enforcement of control over an already demarcated
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space led to the congregants to coalesce in order to protect what they viewed belonged to
them.
As such, the numbers of congregants at the services reached an all time high
according to several informants, and there was a kind of electric fervor at the church as
the congregants eagerly defended what they perceived to be a threat not just against their
property but also against their religious beliefs. They organized sit-ins, protested outside
of the Victory Centre, and prepared a placard rally at their downtown property which had
already been seized by the receivers several days before. This was a legitimate call to
arms (without the guns) designed to ‘defend Victory at all costs,’ according to one Irishborn male congregant. Pastor Brendan encouraged this during each of his sermons,
almost ‘guilting’ them into action. He said,
I don’t want these people that [say] pastor I’ve got this scripture for you brother.
[…] Don’t be sending me scriptures if you’re not going to come and stand with
us. I know a few good scriptures myself. What we need is people who will stand.
Those that will get a righteous anger and say by God this is no way for these
Philistines to come against the church of the Living God!! So we’ll bring the
battle to them. We’re not going to be here in the trenches; we’re going out and
bringing it to them.
The congregation bought into this message and dutifully followed Pastor
Brendan’s lead. They believed that these events were God’s will and that God was testing
them, and only through resolute actions would they be able to prevail and claim victory
for their Church. In other words, they had a purpose, and this purpose was to actively
defend the territoriality of the VCF. More specifically, they were actually defending the
religious expressions of territoriality”: the material (the Church), the functional (religious
practices), and the social/symbolic (actions, behaviors, and identities of the congregants).
By defending these components and enforcing a semblance of control over them, the
congregants were actively expressing their collective identity by both classifying and
communicating what they believed belonged to them as a community. Furthermore, it is
through these actions that the congregants were putting into practice the mechanisms
necessary for territoriality to exist: classification, communication, and the enforcement of
control (Sack 1986; Agnew 2000). As such, Pastor Brendan’s call for the active defense
of the church was not simply about protecting the physical space of the Victory Centre.
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Rather, he crafted his sermons so that the congregants believed that it was the religious
beliefs of the church that were at the most risk. Comparing the members of the BOS to
‘devils in suits’ and claiming that their actions were ‘not legal in the name of Jesus’
Pastor Brendan was able to incite a spiritual fervor amongst many of the congregants that
allowed him to unite the congregation together as a Christian Army. While this certainly
gives the impression of a physical fight, what I believe Pastor Brendan was truly
attempting to do through this particular message was to garner additional financial
support. This is why the tithing buckets were passed around multiple times during these
services. As Pastor Brendan said himself, ‘…we need a war chest. We have to have the
finances to do battle.’
On Wednesday 12 June 2013, the Gardaí (i.e. the Irish police force) were sent to
the Pastors homes where they conducted a series of dawn raids, forcibly entering the
premises in an effort to track them down (Healy 2013). The Pastors were facing contempt
charges from the High Court because they had failed to comply with a previous court
order on 31 May 2013 that instructed them to allow the receivers to take possession of the
properties. Eventually, the three Pastors were located and mandated to appear at the High
Court on Friday 14 June 2013. The three Pastors narrowly escaped being sent to prison
by reluctantly agreeing to the courts demands and the properties were turned over to the
receivers on Monday 17 June 2013.
At the last Sunday service at the Victory Center on Sunday 16 June 2013, Pastor
Brendan used the majority of his sermon to explain to the congregation everything that
had been happening and he tried to answer all of the criticism that was directed at him by
the press. Needless to say, it was a much more somber sermon than the one he had given
two weeks prior. However, Pastor Brendan did use the opportunity to explain that they
planned to continue the fight. He said,
We’ve worked too long and too hard for this building just to have the Devil come
in and take it back from us. It’s a battle. It’s very important that we pray, it is also
important to give. We have to have a barrister and a solicitor to do this for us.
And so we have to pay them. We keep teaching that the reason for tithing and
God blessing us is that we have abundance. […] It’s important that we keep
together. It’s important you understand that the support is there for you and
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nobody feels like they’re going to be isolated. We’re not breaking up as a family.
[…] no matter what happens, we will never leave you.
5.5.3 After the Eviction
As of 17 June 2013, the Victory Centre has been turned over to the Bank of
Scotland and it has completely closed down with the access gates locked shut (see Figure
5.6). Here, the loss and/or transfer of territoriality regarding the physical space(s) of the
church is most evident. While the church still exists, it is at the mercy of whichever local
hotel conference center has available space for them to meet. Thus, the VCF can no
longer claim to have any classification to a specific area, communicate any form of
boundaries, or make any 'attempt at enforcing control over access to the area and to
things within it, or to things outside of it by restraining those within” (Sack 1986: 21-22).
I attended the first three of these hotel services in 2013 and then returned in June 2014 for
three more. At first, there was a carry-over effect in terms of the religious expressions of
territoriality and its impact on the collective identity of the congregants. In part, this was
because the congregants believed that their eviction was simply a temporary setback; that
they would be back in the Victory Centre in a few short weeks after things were settled in
the courts. However, over time, when this didn’t happen, the collective identity of the
congregants changed yet again.
The first post eviction service was on 23 June 2013 at the Green Isle Conference
& Leisure Hotel, which is located approximately six miles to the northwest of the Victory
Centre. Again there was a security presence when anyone attempted to enter the
conference room where the service was being held. Several congregants had been
instructed not to let anyone into the service other than church members and the hotel
staff. This meant that when I walked in, I was stopped and again asked who I was and
what I was doing there. I was only able to enter because two congregants that did know
me vouched for who I was. I later found out that this tightening of security was
implemented to stop members of the press from entering because the VCF was
continuing to receive even more negative press coverage following their eviction.
Due to the financial problems involved with the church, the press began to look
into the Pastor’s personal finances. Several reports surfaced that showed that the Hade
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Figure 5.6: The Victory Centre post-eviction (photo taken by N. Conner)
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family personally owned over thirty properties in Dublin and elsewhere in Ireland, and
one of the Pastor’s sons owned a Lamborghini, a thirty-foot speedboat, and two
helicopters (Gallagher 2013b). During his sermon, Pastor Brendan again stressed that
they had done nothing wrong. He said, ‘do not believe what you’re reading in the papers.
Myself, my wife, and Pastor Jerry do not take a salary from the church. None of your
money has been used to fund any of our personal lives.’ He then went on to ask the
congregants to be even more generous in their weekly tithes. He claimed that the
additional money was necessary because they planned on fighting their eviction in the
courts. He said, ‘We will win this battle. We have Jesus on our side and all they have is
the Devil.’ When I discussed the allegations made by the press with one of the Irish-born
congregants, she told me that
the Irish press is well known for their lies, especially when it’s about non-Catholic
religious organizations. The Catholic’s are just mad at us because we have
become a viable alternative to their stranglehold on the country. And as far as
scandals go, I believe the Catholics have much more to worry about than we do.
This time period is a test from God and eventually, if we remain faithful, we will
emerge victorious.
Following their eviction, Pastor Brendan seemed to double-down on the
promotion of the prosperity gospel and the spiritual message of giving (money). In each
of the services that I attended this was the central focus of the sermon. Here, Pastor
Brendan continued to utilize the dichotomy of Jesus/God vs. the Devil and that in order
for Victory to eventually emerge victorious they needed to fight the battle in the courts –
which costs money. More importantly, however, has been the dramatic transformation
that has occurred amongst the congregation and its collective identity. First and foremost,
there was a rapid exodus from the church. What was once approximately 1000 people,
quickly turned to 800 and then to around 400 within a matter of weeks. In part, this
reduction in size related to the fact that the VCF no longer had a permanent and physical
‘home’ to call their own. An Irish-born congregant likened this situation to being an
immigrant or a refugee, saying, ‘I now know how they feel’ while he pointed generally at
several non-Irish members of the congregation. This sentiment, in my opinion, rather
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nicely sums up the circumstance that the VCF now finds itself from a territorial and
collective identity standpoint.
The Pastors have scoffed at those who have left and Pastor Brendan went to great
lengths to chastise these individuals by spiritually shaming them, claiming that ‘they are
not true believers.’ These of course are the same people who only weeks prior were
congregants in his Christian Army that were actively defending the Victory Christian
Fellowship from the Bank of Scotland and its receivers; the ‘Devil’s in suits.’ In his
sermon on 30 June 2013 at the Red Cow Moran Hotel in Dublin, Pastor Brendan claimed
that
This is a time of great change and great testing for the Church and the people
individually. The bewildered and the confused, they’re at home. Well, that’s
where they should be. We don’t want the bewildered and the confused. We want
the disciples. We want the people [who are] inconvenienced or because they’re
comfort zone is effected not to come to church. We don’t want those type of
people. Those people will never make an impact on our nation. It’s the people that
come and the people that support regardless of what the environment is,
regardless what the circumstances. […]
In the book of Job there was trouble. Job ran into big trouble and as I’ve said
there’s a comparison [with us] because he lost a lot of things personally. And the
people came and said, now Job, you must have done something bad if God has
caused this to happen on you, and of course when you read you understand that it
was the Devil who was the problem. It’s important that we understand there is a
Devil and he has a strategy, he has a scheme and – of course – he’d attack our
church. And that’s precisely what’s happened. […]
And this experience has shown people in a different light. It has shown amazing
things and the Church will never be the same again. The Church will be stronger,
it may start off smaller, but it will be stronger, and we’ll grow stronger.
Hallelujah!
In essence, then, Pastor Brendan wanted to make clear that those who left are not
worthy of being part of ‘our’ congregation because they no longer conformed to the
collective identity that he envisioned for the church. But why do this? Why spend the
time to unleash a vitriolic attack against individuals who were once part of your flock?
The simple answer is that Pastor Brendan feared more of the same and so the spiritual
attacks were not really directed at those who left, but rather, those who remained in order
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to shame them into staying. This message of contempt for those that have left the VCF
and in the belief that the church is now stronger because of it did in fact filter down to the
remaining congregants. Those who have stayed are the ones that have a complete and
utter resolute faith in their Church and they stand behind the Pastors in all matters. This
includes a new found emphasis in proselytizing as the congregants have now organized
recruitment drives throughout the communities of South Dublin; both door-to-door and at
public spaces (e.g. local shopping centers). Concerning those congregants that left the
VCF, an Indian-born male congregant echoed Pastor Brendan by saying that, “they must
not truly believe in God’s plan for our church and if that’s the case then we don’t want
them here anyways.” Based on my observations, the majority of the people that have left
the VCF have been the Irish-born. A Brazilian-born congregant believes that the main
reason for this is because they felt uncomfortable going to services at the hotel
conference centers. He said, “many of the people that have left only joined the church
after the Victory Centre opened. They weren’t true believers, they just liked the
Starbucks.” Those that have remained are very defensive about their church and when I
returned in 2014, many were not comfortable rehashing the events that took place during
the eviction. For all intents and purposes, the eviction has become a taboo subject at the
VCF. The ‘new’ Sunday services, while similar to the old services in form and function,
have taken on a much more serious tone as opposed to the cheerful bliss that I
experienced before the eviction and the more militant mindset during the eviction. The
majority of the congregants were no longer carefree and confident but rather, they were
somewhat subdued and mindful of their actions. Much of this can probably be attributed
to the fact that the VCF has not ‘yet’ been victorious in their legal pursuits to re-obtain
the Victory Centre.
Following their eviction in June 2013, the Pastors immediately appealed the
decision and after several subsequent court dates throughout July and early August, they
were informed that their case had been adjourned until late October 2013. The decision
by the High Court in early December 2013 upheld the previous ruling and stipulated that
the VCF were in fact responsible for the more than 18 million Euros owed to the Bank of
Scotland (O’Faolain 2013). Since this verdict, the VCF “has appealed the High Court’s
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decision to the Supreme Court” and have not accommodate the requests of the BOS to
turn over their financial records and/or provide “proposals to discharge the debt”
(O’Faolain 2014).

5.6 Conclusion
This paper has argued that territoriality is an important element to consider when
examining the collective identity construction of a community. My intention was to
emphasize how outside pressures created the need for the Church to make certain
territorialized adaptations which in turn significantly altered several dimensions of the
Church’s social life and power: the physical space of the church, the religious practices
preached by the church leaders, and the actions, behaviors, and identities of the
congregants. By exploring these components using a spatiotemporal approach we have
been able to witness how these changes have shaped the congregation over the course of
three years. Ultimately, then, this paper has revealed how expressions of territoriality can
influence collective identity.
Within the field of geography, territoriality has historically been studied at larger
geographic scales such as the international nation-state system or at the level of the
nation-state itself. However, given its importance to the construction of identities we
should be utilizing it more frequently to examine collective identity formation at smaller
geographic scales. By better understanding how territoriality influences collective
identity, we can begin to gain a more complete comprehension for the ways in which
humans form attachments to certain spaces and to certain communities.
The VCF no longer has a permanent ‘home’ and for almost two years it has been
at the mercy of whichever local hotel conference center has available space for them to
meet. The spiritual message preached by the Pastors has seemingly fallen on deaf ears as
evident by the mass exodus of more than half of the congregation. The actions, behaviors,
and identities of the congregants as a collective unit have been significantly altered, to the
point that the congregation no longer resembles what it once was. The VCF has been
transformed from a vibrant multicultural community to one that is simply trying to
survive.
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This dissertation explores the contested notions of Irishness by examining
multiple intersections of identity (ethno-racial, religious, and national) through an indepth case study at a non-denominational, multicultural church located in suburban
Dublin, Ireland. The overarching framework centers on the social integration process of
migrants and how the recent influx of large-scale immigration has rapidly transformed
Ireland from the homogeneous monoculture it once was perceived to be into a
heterogeneous multicultural society. While this research has specifically investigated
Irish identity, or more precisely, the contemporary conceptualizations and constructions
of Irish identity, the issues and themes addressed have a broader application and
significance when placed in a larger European context. The Republic of Ireland is not
alone regarding the various social changes that are associated with a large increase of
immigrants within a society. Similar contestations of identity are currently occurring
throughout much of Europe and this has unfortunately resulted in an increase of
xenophobic rhetoric accompanied by the ethno-racial discrimination and religious bigotry
that are typically associated with it.
Unlike most European countries that have had decades and/or centuries to learn to
‘deal’ with large-scale immigration, Ireland is a relative newcomer to this reality;
especially concerning migrants who were born outside of the British Isles. As the Council
of the European Union (2004: 19) correctly claims, “Integration is a dynamic, long-term,
and continuous two-way process of mutual accommodation, not a static outcome.” In
other words, it takes time for immigrants to become integrated to the point that they are
accepted within the day-to-day life of a society and to become part of the national
imagination – an ‘us’ as opposed to a ‘them’. Importantly, I am not suggesting that
integration is a synonym for direct assimilation. Rather, what I have argued throughout
this dissertation is that integration is about “the progression and the making of headway
towards achieving the acceptance of difference within a democratic, multicultural state”
as suggested by Sardinha (2009: 20). Accordingly, because Ireland has no real history
with this process, it provides a distinctive opportunity to actively witness how this
process occurs. Additionally, Ireland has long been dominated by the Catholic Church.
As such, this additional layer of study provides a means to analyze the multiple cultural
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and political intersections between notions of ethno-racial, religious, and national identity
that are inherent in Irish society. It also allows for the further examination into the role of
religion – specifically Christianity – in processes of social integration. Despite the
significance of these geographic issues in contemporary society, there exists a
considerable lacuna within the discipline of Geography as it relates to the study of these
multiple intersections and their relationship with contested notions of identity, and what
this ultimately means in a society that is rapidly changing due to increased immigration.
As acts of overt racism, discrimination, and bigotry continue to increase, it is crucial for
us to have a better understanding concerning the contested notions of identity that exist in
Ireland. Consequently, this study addresses this absence within the literature and adds
nuance and depth to contemporary understandings of these socio-spatial intersections.
In the pages that follow, this concluding chapter begins by first revisiting the three
research objectives that were described in the introduction. The central focus of this
intellectual merit section is to further demonstrate how the research findings associated
with each objective (i.e. each substantive chapter) have contributed to larger geographic
literatures, including: the geographies of inclusion and exclusion; collective identity
construction; sense of belonging; community – both real and imagined; small-scale
human territoriality; (social) integration; religiosity; and, of course, notions of Irishness.
The second section provides a brief discussion concerning the broader impacts that this
research has had and will continue to have. Finally, this chapter concludes by offering
suggestions about future research related to topics and issues associated with this
dissertation.

6.1 INTELLECTUAL MERIT: THREE OBJECTIVES REVISITED
Chapter Three addressed the first of the three objectives in this dissertation:
Extend current understandings of social integration by exploring what it means to be
‘Irish’ in twenty-first century Dublin from both the Irish-born and non-Irish-born
perspectives. In order to address this objective, it was necessary to employ a social
construction framework. This framework provided a means to discuss the intersections
between primordial notions of the nation as discussed by Geertz (1973) and a more fluid
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interpretation and understanding that suggested identity traits are not fixed in time and/or
to a specific place. With this understanding, I utilized the bridge/barrier metaphor to
determine how and why specific identity traits are interpreted as facilitating and/or
hindering the social integration of migrants within Ireland from both an Irish- and
foreign-born perspective. This bridge/barrier metaphor allowed for a discussion
concerning the geographies of inclusion and exclusion and to analyze how this
dichotomous relationship is fundamental in a society’s attempt to define the socially
constructed categories of ‘us’ and ‘them’.
In order to better understand this process, I selected three interrelated components
that were highlighted by Geertz and that are significantly associated with notions of
Irishness: (1) race/ethnicity, (2) religion, and (3) language. Each of these identity
characteristics were examined in a similar format. The analysis began with a brief
theoretic background that provided insights from various theories associated with the
origin of the nation-state and/or nationalism that are specific to that particular identity
characteristic. Next, the discussion linked the previous theoretical discussion directly to
the Republic of Ireland, and more specifically, to the reasons why those particular
identity components are important to notions of Irishness. Finally, there was a
comprehensive exploration into how those three features functioned as bridges and/or
barriers in the social integration process in contemporary South Dublin and how they
have ultimately been altered due to the everyday interactions between Irish-born and
foreign-born individuals.
The research presented in this chapter demonstrated that within the dynamic and
dual-natured process of social integration there is a certain give-and-take relationship
occurring between Irish- and foreign-born residents and various notions of identity are
continually being contested as both groups attempt to identify who they are and where
they fit within the everyday constructs of society. Throughout the chapter, I argued that
these conceptualizations and contestations are challenging, and ultimately, redefining
what it means to be Irish in the twenty-first century.
Chapter Four addressed the second of the three objectives in this dissertation:
Determine the influence of religion and religious beliefs on the social integration
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process. Here the bridge/barrier metaphor was employed once more to explore social
integration and the dichotomous relationship between ‘us’ and ‘them’. This time,
however, it was used to differentiate the congregants at the Victory Christian Fellowship
and the non-congregant members of the South Dublin community where the church is
located. Using the VCF as a lens to study this research objective, Chapter Four
investigated the ways that religious beliefs, practices, and identities were being used to
construct a collective identity through the strong sense of belonging that the congregants
had towards their church, fellow congregants, and their spiritual beliefs – both
individually and collectively. Within this religious community, it did not matter what a
congregant’s race/ethnicity was or where they were originally born. In fact, the
multiculturalism at the church was actually one of the central features that encouraged
collective identity construction and consequently, it facilitated the social integration of
migrant members of the church. Alternatively, however, the VCF also provided a way to
better understand how ‘non-traditional’ religions in Ireland were being excluded from
notions of Irishness. Many of the non-congregant members of the South Dublin
community are very skeptical of the VCF and they believe that the church resembles a
religious cult organization. As a result, these non-congregant respondents were openly
biased against the church and its congregants. In this way, then, the social dichotomy
constructed by religious beliefs and practices in Dublin have further reinforced, or more
accurately, established new identity boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’ which are based
on the geographies of inclusion and exclusion that are inherent in Irish society.
From a theoretical standpoint, this research objective allowed me to argue for the
need of a seventh strand of geographic research in Kong’s (2010: 760) “interface of
human mobility and religion”. Clearly religion does play a role in the social integration of
migrants and my research has demonstrated that the actions, beliefs, and attitudes of the
host-country and its citizens are of equal importance to the process of social integration
as those of the migrants themselves. By recognizing this type of research as its own
strand within Kong’s interface rather than how it is currently presented – grouped
together with the architectural impacts of religious structures and the formation of
religious enclaves – the expectation is that this acknowledgment of its importance will
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encourage further investigations on the topic. As more ‘traditional’ Christian
denominations continue to decline across Europe due to the growth of secularism, a
dramatic increase in immigrants, and/or other issues, it is imperative that we better
understand how the spiritual beliefs and religious practices at these ‘newer’ Christian
churches are contributing to processes of social integration.
Lastly, Chapter Five addressed the third research objective: Analyze the role of
human territoriality in the construction of collective (religious) identity. This objective
actually developed out of the events that happened during the research process and in all
honesty, it was not one of my intended objectives when I first began this dissertation.
However, through the events that ultimately led to the eviction of the VCF from the
Victory Centre, it became apparent that religious expressions of territoriality played a
major role in the church’s collective identity. As I have argued, many of these
expressions are difficult to acknowledge at first glance because they have become so
engrained within the very fabric of the community that they have become banal, the
norm, the accepted way of day-to-day life. And, just like other mundane characteristics of
the everyday, these expressions typically go unnoticed until they are challenged;
specifically by outsiders of the community. Therefore, it was necessary to utilize a
spatiotemporal approach to examine the spiritual and physical changes that occurred
before, during, and after the church’s eviction. Exploring these religious expressions of
territoriality using this approach provided a way to witness how specific territorial
changes have shaped the individual and collective identities of the congregation over the
course of three years (2012-2014).
From a theoretical standpoint, territoriality has historically been studied at larger
geographic scales such as the international nation-state system or at the level of the
nation-state itself. Yet, John Agnew’s influential ‘territorial trap’ (1994) challenged these
traditional notions of territory (and territoriality) and in so doing, provided “alternative
ways in which the understanding and analysis of territory could be constructed”
(Newman 2010: 773). As such, this objective extends upon these current understandings
by further analyzing how collective identities at smaller geographic scales are
(re)constructed through processes of teritorialization. By better understanding how
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territoriality influences collective identity, we can begin to gain a more complete
comprehension for the ways in which humans form attachments to certain spaces and to
certain communities.

6.2 BROADER IMPACTS
6.2.1 Benefits to society
This research assists in our understanding of how and where social integration
occurs within Ireland; a topic that is not being analyzed by human geographers in Ireland
despite the prevalence of geographic work on immigration elsewhere in the world. As
such, Ireland provides a compelling background for this research because Ireland does
not have a long history of immigration/integration; it is a relatively new phenomenon
within Irish society. Therefore, unlike geographic research on social integration
conducted in other countries that have had decades and even centuries of experience with
issues concerning immigration/integration, my research was able to examine this process
at the beginning – the first generation – of this process. Additionally, geographers have
not fully explored the ways in which religion has influenced social integration.
Considering the increasing importance of religion and religious beliefs around the world,
it is imperative that we better understand how religion influences the (re)construction of
both individual and collective identities and how it also shapes the relationships between
immigrants and members of a host country. This knowledge can then be used to facilitate
the social integration of other immigrants and it will inform current research on
nationalism, identity and the geography of religion.

6.2.2 Broad Dissemination of Results
The results from this study will be shared with public and private organizations
through presentations at professional meetings and peer-reviewed journal articles. This
research engages with topics across a wide spectrum of geographic research (i.e. religion,
migration, national identity, territoriality, etc.). Therefore, my research can be published
in many different geographic-based journals (as well as interdisciplinary journals);
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reaching a much wider audience than if I was simply focusing on a topic that may only be
accessed by individuals within a specific sub-field of the discipline.

6.2.3 Promoting teaching, training, and learning opportunities
This research informs several courses that I intend to teach at the college level
(e.g. World Geography, Human Geography, Geography of Europe, Political Geography,
Cultural Geography, Population Geography, Geography of Religion, Nation-States:
Origins and National Identity, and Territories & Boundaries). Additionally, becoming
more familiar with issues and the people in the Republic of Ireland will ultimately assist
in my ability to take future students to Ireland for study abroad courses. My main
objective in obtaining an advanced degree in the field of Geography is teaching.
Throughout my six semesters of teaching at the college level, I have found that providing
personal examples and stories from my own research experiences and travels has
ultimately made me a better instructor. These personal experiences help students relate to
the material in a much more effective way than simply reading about it in a textbook.
Many students have made comments to this effect on their course evaluations and have
suggested that I do this more often.

6.3 SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
The research in this dissertation is simply a small piece of a much larger puzzle
concerning the contested notions of Irishness in contemporary Dublin, Ireland. Given that
large-scale immigration to Ireland is still a new phenomenon – relatively speaking – it
provides numerous opportunities to study the social integration process and the ways in
which Irish identity will continue to be conceptualized and constructed through multiple
cultural and political intersections over time and across space. Accordingly, it is vital for
geographers to contribute to the academic research that is currently being conducted in
Ireland on these issues. And while the suggestions that I will present below are
specifically about Ireland, it’s important to remember that they have much broader
implications and can be applied to many countries through Europe and elsewhere in the
world as well.
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My first suggestion is for a more comprehensive study to be conducted across
multiple case studies (i.e. churches/denominations) throughout Dublin and elsewhere in
Ireland. Due to the limited time that I had to conduct field work for this dissertation, it
was necessary that I spent my time on one particular church. However, it would be
interesting to see these same types of studies done elsewhere in Ireland for comparison
purposes. Ugba (2009) has researched African-led Pentecostal churches in Dublin but as
he notes, the majority of the congregation in these churches are African-born and thus
there is not the same level of social integration occurring within the church as is the case
at the Victory Christian Fellowship. Passarelli (2012) has focused on migrant integration
in mainline Protestant churches in Ireland, namely, Anglican and Methodist churches.
While her research shows that these churches are growing in size due to an influx of
migrants they still remain dominated by Irish-born congregants. Passarelli also argues
that “going beyond this welcoming phase, including integrating migrants and providing
them with tools and motivation to become active members in the congregations, remains
a challenge for different churches at different levels” (ibid: 146). My suggestion would
therefore be to focus on non-denominational churches where there would probably be a
higher likelihood of having a more multicultural congregation.
A second suggestion is to examine different areas within Irish society where
social integration is occurring. For example, even though I did not include this work in
Chapter Three (or elsewhere in the dissertation), I also conducted research on the role of
sports in the social integration process in Dublin. Here I utilized the same bridge/barrier
metaphor that I used in Chapter Three and Chapter Four but rather than investigating
identity categories associated with national identity (race/ethnicity, religion, language), I
examined Gaelic Football, Rugby, and Association Football (i.e. Soccer), which are three
of the most popular sports in the country. Using this as my framework then, I was able to
delve into those various identity topics using the sports in question as my vehicle. Similar
studies could also be conducted across a range of other social activities important to
notions of Irishness such as music and dance, for example. Additionally, a ritual that
many Irish school children participate in at least once in their lifetimes (if they can afford
it) is to spend several weeks at a Gaeltacht (i.e. Irish language speaking communities). It
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would be interesting to see if this tradition is embraced by either foreign-born individuals
who wish to improve their Irish or, more likely, their children.
Finally, a third suggestion is to conduct research on specific organizations that are
designed to actively support and facilitate social integration in Ireland such as the
Immigrant Council Ireland, the Africa Centre, the Islamic Cultural Centre of Ireland,
and/or various others. Many of these organizations are non-governmental and/or public
charities and they have volunteer positions available that could be extremely beneficial
for someone to conduct participatory action research (PAR). This research method is
when the “researcher does not conduct research on a group but works with them to
achieve change that they desire” (Kindon 2010: 260; emphasis included in the original).
Given the recent growth in research within the field of human geography concerning
topics related to social justice, PAR would be a valuable method to utilize. And work on
the social integration of migrants certainly fits within this larger framework.
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Questionnaire/Survey
What is your age?
What is your sex?
What is your place of birth (city & country)?
Which of the following best describes how long you have lived in the Republic of
Ireland?
A. Less than one year
B. One to three years
C. Three to five years
D. Five to ten years
E. Ten to twenty years
F. More than twenty years
Are you a citizen of the Republic of Ireland?
A. Yes
B. No
C. No, but I am in the process of becoming one
Which of the following best describes your religious affiliation?
A. Catholic Church
B. Church of Ireland
C. Victory Christian Fellowship
D. Other denominational Protestant (i.e. Pentecostal, Methodist, etc.)
Which of the following best describes how you chose your particular religious affiliation?
A. Family
B. Friends
C. Proximity to home
D. Spiritual leader
E. Other (please specify)
How often do you attend Church services and/or other Church related activities?
A. More than once a week
B. Once a week
C. A few times a month
D. Once a month
E. Particular occasions (weddings, holidays, funerals, etc.)
F. Rarely
G. Never
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On a scale of 1 to 10 with 1 being “not important” and 10 being “very important” how
important is religion in your everyday lives?
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

On a scale of 1 to 10 with 1 being “not important” and 10 being “very important” how
important are religion and religious beliefs concerning the social integration process of
immigrants into Irish society?
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

Which is more important to the social integration process of immigrants in Ireland?
A. The attitude of the host community is most important
B. The attitude of the immigrants themselves is most important
C. Both are important, social integration is about finding a balance between the
attitudes of immigrants and the host community
Do you consider yourself to be ‘Irish’?
A. Yes
B. No
C. Yes, but with a hyphen (e.g. Nigerian-Irish, Filipino-Irish, Polish-Irish, etc.)
Is a person’s religious affiliation an important category when deciding who is Irish and
who is not?
A. Yes, in order to be considered ‘Irish’ one should be a member of the Catholic
Church
B. Yes, in order to be considered ‘Irish’ one should be a Christian
C. No, religious affiliations are not an important
component of being ‘Irish’
Is a person’s race/ethnicity an important category when deciding who is Irish and who is
not?
A. Yes, to be considered ‘Irish’ a person must be born racially/ethnically Irish
B. No, to be considered ‘Irish’ a person must only be a legal citizen of Ireland
C. No, to be considered ‘Irish’ a person must only be born in the Republic of
Ireland
D. No, being ‘Irish’ is a way of life that anyone can be a part of regardless of their
race, ethnicity, and/or place of birth.
E. Other (please specify)
Have you personally experienced and/or witnessed acts of racism/discrimination in
Dublin?
A. Yes
B. No
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The following three questions below are based off similar questions from the Annual
Monitoring Report on Integration 2012 created by the Integration Centre
On a scale of 0 to 10 with 0 being ‘cultural life undermined’ and 10 being ‘cultural life
enriched’ – would you say that Ireland’s cultural life is generally undermined or enriched
by people coming to live in Ireland from other countries?
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

On a scale of 0 to 10 with 0 being ‘worse place to live’ and 10 being ‘better place to live’
– is Ireland made a worse or better place to live by people coming to live in Ireland from
other countries?
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

To what extent do you think Ireland should allow people of a different race or ethnic
group from most Irish people to immigrate to Ireland?
A. allow many
B. allow some
C. allow a few
D. allow none
Aspects of the social integration process can be divided into three categories: social
bonds, social bridges, and social barriers. Social bonds are things that tie you together
with family members or other ‘like-ethnics’. Social bridges are things that link
immigrants and members of the host community together. Social barriers are things that
hinder the relationship between immigrants and the host community. For each of the
following, please check the appropriate box (you can check more than one).
Bond

Bridge

Barrier

Citizenship
Religion
Race/Ethnicity
Ability to
speak English
Ability to
speak Irish
Education
level
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Bond

Bridge

Barrier

School
attendance
Work Ethic
Home
Ownership
The
neighborhood
where you live
Romantic
Relationship
GAA Sports
Assoc.
football
Rugby
Other sports
(cricket,
basket)
Music/Dance
Shopping
Pubs

In your opinion, what does it mean to be Irish in twenty-first century Dublin?

In your opinion, explain how religion and/or religious beliefs are beneficial or
detrimental to the social integration process of immigrants into Irish society.

In your opinion, explain how religion and religious beliefs encourage collective identity
amongst the congregants within a specific religious organization (i.e. Church, Temple,
Mosque, etc.).
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